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The Tongue Is a Fire
Ferdinand Mount

5165 wordsIt's  puzzling, unsettling even, to see 'free speech' rearing its head in public debate again, rousing passions which seemed long defunct. Wasn't the doctrine definitively trumpeted by Milton and Locke, and knocked into some sort of final shape by John Stuart Mill? Even before you get to today's remix of the debate, you cannot help noticing two features of it. First, the zealots today are no longer the progressives on the left - liberals, socialists, trade unionists. Instead they are predominantly on the right: campaigners against immigration, Brexiters, the enemies of Woke, aka Anti Social Justice Warriors, or 'Anti-SJW', as they proclaim themselves on their black T-shirts, available online for PS15. This switch-around isn't entirely new. Thirty years ago, in There's No Such Thing as Free Speech, Stanley Fish wrote that 'lately, many on the liberal and progressive left have been disconcerted to find that words, phrases and concepts thought to be their property ... have been appropriated by the forces of neoconservatism. This is particularly true of the concept of free speech.' Today, alleged infringements of free speech that would once have outraged Guardian readers are splashed all over the Daily Telegraph. As I write, the Telegraph front page leads on an apparent threat by the US State Department to scrap a trade deal with the UK, because it was 'concerned about freedom of expression in the UK', in relation to criminal charges against a Christian anti-abortion campaigner in Bournemouth. This concern echoed a statement made by Vice President Vance the previous month that he feared free speech 'in Britain and across Europe' was 'in retreat'. The other stand-out feature of the debate today, and something it is hard not to see as ominous, is the growing gap, in law and practice, between the United States and the rest of the world which calls itself free.
How did all this come about? There could be no better guide than Fara Dabhoiwala: of Indian descent, born in England, educated in Europe, having taught for many years at Oxford and now at Princeton, he is today an American citizen, perfectly placed to survey these choppy transatlantic waters from his New Jersey crow's nest. Every chapter of What Is Free Speech? makes you think afresh about the subject. What repeatedly surprises Dabhoiwala, and us, about the history of free speech is its incurably accidental nature - reforms undertaken for one set of reasons generate unforeseen and quite different consequences - and, also, the cobbled-together quality of the debate. Free-speechers of all kinds argue with great vehemence but seldom with any historical perspective. The phrase 'off the top of his head' applies to so many of the most illustrious players in the game, academic theorists and Supreme Court justices alike. Dabhoiwala tells us that when he tried to find books on the subject, 'it turned out that, although endless volumes had been written on censorship in every time and place you could think of, the history of free speech as a modern concept had attracted almost no attention - except from Americans fixated on their First Amendment.' Contemporary uses of the term seemed equally unclear to him, amounting to little more than slogans to whip up publicity for the speaker or denounce his or her enemies. As the leading First Amendment scholar Frederick Schauer noted in 1992, 'there seems to be little free inquiry about free inquiry and little free speech about free speech.' It was a paradox that an orthodoxy of tolerance should be so intolerant of those who had less protective rather than more protective views about freedom of speech.
We need, I think, to get some feel for the pre-modern landscape of public speech to understand the huge distance we have travelled. The pre-moderns were painfully aware of the potency - and the perils - of unguarded speech. 'The tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity,' warned the Apostle James. 'The tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.' Dabhoiwala points out that the saying 'while sticks and stones may break my bones, words can never hurt me' is first recorded only in 1862, but the contrary sentiment, 'the stroke of the tongue breaketh the bones,' is found in the Book of Ecclesiastes. The dangers to individuals and to society were considered so great that speech had to be policed and, if found harmful, suppressed and punished. An English law of 1275 made it a crime to 'tell or publish any false news or tales'. Suits for defamation, 'scolding' and spreading lies filled the medieval courts. Verbal injury was punished as severely as physical injury, sometimes more so, especially by the churches in their treatment of blasphemy and heresy, both essentially crimes of speech. The pre-modern world needed no J.L. Austin to identify 'speech acts' or 'performative utterances'. Speeches were acts. There was no dividing line. It is Dabhoiwala's driving theme that words do have consequences: 'Our modern distinction between words and actions, and their supposedly different potency, is just a convenient myth ... it makes the ideology of free speech possible, but it's also an inherently unstable fiction.'
This isn't to say that pre-modern societies forbade frank speaking on principle. In classical times, free citizens were able to speak their minds in the assembly on matters of public interest, civic or religious. In Athens, this liberty was called parrhesia (speaking everything), in Latin, licentia. This sort of freedom has descended to us via the plea to the king from Thomas More when he was Speaker of the House of Commons that every MP should enjoy the liberty 'freely ... and boldly to declare his advice' - a privilege that survives today in the liberty of MPs to utter words in the chamber which, if repeated outside, might land them in a libel suit or even in jail. But the idea of a blanket freedom for ordinary people to have their say wherever and whenever they fancied was miles away.
Then quite suddenly, it wasn't. Within less than a century, the old ground rules began to crumble, in England at least. During the Civil Wars, from 1642, the system of government print control broke down. Amid the chaos, a multitude of new sects arose, each bitterly convinced of its own truths and determined to propagate them through an explosion of pamphlets. Freedom of conscience and freedom of expression formed a cantankerous alliance, and out of it arose for the first time a grudging acceptance that even erroneous doctrines had a right to be heard, because truth would always triumph in the end. As Milton proclaimed in Areopagitica (1644), 'Let her and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?' But even this limited liberty needed to be policed, to keep out doctrines which remained unacceptable, such as popery and atheism. Ironically, after publishing Areopagitica, Milton worked as a government licenser of printed works. After the whole ghastly half-century of civil conflict had come to an end, Locke's Letters Concerning Toleration struck a milder note, not only repeating the argument that truth would always prevail, but arguing that toleration was the only way to get some peace, because 'it is not the diversity of opinions (which cannot be avoided), but the refusal of toleration to those that are of different opinions (which might have been granted) that has produced all the bustles and wars that have been in the Christian world upon account of religion.' But the same limitations were to persist; the new toleration did not extend to 'opinions contrary to human society, or to those moral rules which are necessary to the preservation of civil society', which could rule out anything from promiscuity to popery.
Dabhoiwala describes nicely how this strictly religious toleration was then hijacked to enlarge the realm of political speech, as the gentler manners of the 18th century took hold. But there were still plenty of laws against 'spreading false news', and plenty of vigorous complaints from Defoe, Swift and others about the tide of 'forgery, infamy and absurdity' in the newspapers, to which they had themselves contributed a fair bit. The early 18th-century media scene was a swirling broth of slander and sexting, which may remind us of the graffiti on the walls of Pompeii or the troll-dom of social media today, with Walpole and his ministers waist deep in it all. Walpole's finest achievement in this line was his Licensing Act of 1737, which kept direct political criticism off the English stage for two centuries, introducing the often farcical censorship by the lord chamberlain which was to last into our own day.
But there was no worked-out theory of secular free speech until Cato's notorious letters. These pseudonymous columns, published in the London Journal from 1720 on, provided, from scratch, a fully formed ideology in sparkling, seductive language. This is how the letter of 4 February 1721 opens:
Without freedom of thought, there can be no such thing as wisdom; and no such thing as public liberty, without freedom of speech: which is the right of every man, as far as by it, he does not hurt or control the right of another. And this is the only check which it ought to suffer, the only bounds it ought to know.

What exactly inspired the writers, two little-known journalists called Thomas Gordon and John Trenchard (an ancestor of Hugh Trenchard, founder of the Royal Air Force)? For all the exhaustive textual discussion of Cato's letters, Dabhoiwala concludes that this remains 'an unexplored puzzle'. At all events, the letters went viral, became the talk of the American colonies and bewitched the 16-year-old Benjamin Franklin, but quite how and why Gordon and Trenchard dared so much we still are not clear. What is not in doubt is that we can date the modern 'absolutist' theory of free speech from 4 February 1721.
Yet the absolutist view did not immediately translate into law or practice. In most of Europe, especially Scandinavia, as the new freedoms spread, they were always qualified by the need to exercise them responsibly or suffer the legal consequences. Even in the French Revolution, the Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789) deployed the balance in remarkably sober terms: 'The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of man. Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write and print with freedom, but shall be responsible for such abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law.' As for Gordon, he later became a government hack, and - shades of Milton - finished up as Walpole's most trusted censor.
Yet  in the same year as the French declaration, on the other side of the Atlantic, the newly fledged United States adopted an unvarnished version of the Cato absolutism. Based on the constitutions that had been adopted by the rebellious colonies between 1776 and 1784, Congress set out a Bill of Rights to amend the constitution. The driving force at the meeting in New York was Alexander Hamilton. His draft bill declared that 'the people shall not be deprived or abridged of their right to speak, to write, or to publish their sentiments; and the freedom of the press, as one of the great bulwarks of liberty, shall be inviolable' ('bulwarks of liberty' was a phrase lifted straight from Cato).
This wording was pummelled by the subsequent debates and committees into a subtly but crucially different shape. Now it read that 'Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press' (my italics). Thus, in the context of a recently successful rebellion against the colonial power, what seemed most important was that the new government should not be tyrannical like the old one. The clause that became the First Amendment was a safeguard against overreach by the federal government, not an explicit guarantee of individual rights. The same fear of renewed oppression inspired the Second Amendment, the right to bear arms; this was to protect a free citizens' militia, in case the new government turned nasty. Yet from these two context-driven accidents has developed the abyss that divides the American way of life from almost every other modern nation.
As Dabhoiwala points out, it could so easily have been different had Congress adopted the alternative, balanced draft that Jefferson, then ambassador in Paris, had sent to Madison. This read: 'The people shall not be deprived or abridged of their right to speak, to write, or otherwise to publish any thing but false facts affecting injuriously the life, liberty, property or reputation of others, or affecting the peace of the confederacy with foreign nations.' But by the time Madison got Jefferson's letter, Congress had already formalised the wording. If only the French Assembly, whose declaration had so influenced Jefferson, had met a few weeks earlier, or Congress a few weeks later, or if the transatlantic mail had been quicker.
This is not the end of the accidents and surprises. What nobody seems to have noticed is that, having landed themselves with this amazing absolutist amendment, the Americans then proceeded to pay no attention to it. As more new-minted states joined the Union, they adopted balanced French-style free-speech laws. Pennsylvania had been the first to revise its constitution; in old age, Franklin himself resiled from his youthful craze for the full-blooded Cato option: 'I, for my part ... shall cheerfully consent to exchange my liberty of abusing others for the privilege of not being abused myself.' Between 1790 and 1959, every single new territory specified that the right to free speech did not extend to its abuse; most of the original thirteen colonies followed suit. 'While we deny that Congress have a right to control the freedom of the press,' Jefferson glossed, 'we have ever asserted the right of the states, and their exclusive right, to do so.'
And so it all remained until 1919 or thereabouts, when the nine justices of the Supreme Court took up the subject of free speech and wrestled it to the ground. That at any rate is the conventional story. Dabhoiwala, by contrast, stresses how long the balanced tradition lasted. Socialists were still being put in jail for expressing extreme opinions all through the Red Scare of the 1920s. The tide began to turn when in 1925 the Supreme Court accepted that the Fourteenth Amendment of 1868 applied to free speech, because individual states had no more right than the federal government 'to make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States'.
This was another historical accident. The primary purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment was nothing to do with free speech. It was passed in the aftermath of the Civil War to stop the former slave-owning states from backtracking on civil rights. In the 1960s, it did good service in that cause, for example in desegregating schools in the South. But by the same token, it could now be used to prevent state courts from banning Ku Klux Klan marches or approving anti-lynching laws.
The 'strict constructionists', or 'originalists', on the Supreme Court asserted that the First Amendment meant just what it said, no ifs or buts, and the Fourteenth Amendment ensured that it applied just as strictly to the states. Justice Hugo Black, that stickler of sticklers, who served on the court from 1937 to 1971, had been a member of the KKK in his youth, though his judgments were not consistently racist. He was on the side of the angels in the cause celebre of Brown v. Board of Education. Nevertheless, slowly but surely, the court came round to his way of thinking. In the noted Beauharnais case of 1952, Black was one of four justices (out of nine) who wanted to override Joseph Beauharnais's conviction for issuing a vicious racist pamphlet in Chicago. The American Civil Liberties Union was on Beauharnais's side too, showing which way the wind was blowing. The ACLU had already assisted some New Jersey Nazis in overturning the state's libel law. The Beauharnais judgment has not been overruled since, but it is generally regarded as obsolete. These days, neither federal nor state governments are willing to restrict any viewpoint, however virulent or inflammatory. By contrast, the UK, for example, has come to adopt a series of laws criminalising 'hate speech', beginning with the Labour government's Race Relations Acts of 1965 and 1968. Dabhoiwala concludes that
as a consequence, 21st-century Americans have become as inured to the extraordinary levels of lying and slander in their public discourse as they have to the equally staggering incidence of mass murder by guns in their schools and streets, and for the same reasons - the acceptance of a relatively recent and novel set of presumptions about the meaning and importance of constitutional clauses drawn up two hundred and fifty years ago.

Those  arguing for a balanced approach, then and now, will find little comfort in the most celebrated text on the subject. John Stuart Mill's On Liberty (1859) has never lost its monumental status, and will no doubt survive the bashing that Dabhoiwala gives it here. His central criticisms are twofold. First, the essay starts from a racist assumption. Mill, like his father, James, worked for the East India Board most of his life, but both men had nothing but contempt for Indians and their culture, and neither ever bothered to visit India. Mill told a private correspondent that British rule was the only answer for this sullen and backward people: 'I myself have always been for a good stout Despotism.' In his introduction to On Liberty, Mill explicitly excludes such races from the liberties he is about to expound:
We may leave out of consideration those backward states of society in which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage ... Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement, and the means justified by actually effecting that end. Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anterior to the time when mankind have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion. Until then, there is nothing for them but implicit obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne

- or to a Mill. This blanket exclusion is, I think, even more disabling than Dabhoiwala claims. To arrogate a power to pick and choose which individuals and groups shall be entitled to liberty is to undermine any idea of a general right, demoting the enjoyment of liberty to a privilege reserved for some favoured individuals or classes.
Mill's second great weakness is his failure to grasp quite how far speech is an act which inevitably has consequences in the real world. He repeatedly argues that speech should always be allowed, 'including the propagation of opinions which we regard as false and pernicious' and 'dangerous to the welfare of mankind'. The possibility that malicious speech might destroy the lives of innocent people, or foment riot, insurrection and massacre, is scarcely discussed. Dabhoiwala can find only one example in On Liberty where Mill concedes that 'even opinions lose their immunity when the circumstances in which they are expressed are such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some mischievous act.' This ponderous concession introduces the following example: 'An opinion that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that private property is robbery, ought to be unmolested when simply circulated through the press, but may justly incur punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about among the same mob in the form of a placard.' This is a perfectly good example, but a rather tame one. We can all think of dozens more cases in which the threat is more violent and pressing, and liable to cause injury or death or social catastrophe. The examples which Mill offers to illustrate his argument so often have the genteel tone of an academic seminar rather than the raucous venom of the Klan on the rampage.
After all, even in Mill's day, the ether was not occupied solely by the polite exchange of 'opinion' - such a nice soothing word - but by the steamy toxins of a racism which moved effortlessly from target to target; the Jews, the Irish, the Catholics, the Latinos and always, always the Blacks. The coarse slogans of the mob were steadily backed up by a stream of alarmist books, often written by university professors or ministers. Stanley Fish gives a list of such works, all published between 1870 and 1925, and all plucking the same harpstrings: that America is going down the tubes under the pressure of mass immigration from inferior races, or as President Trump puts it, 'from shithole countries'. There's The Melting Pot Mistake by Henry Pratt Fairchild, Our Country by Josiah Strong, The Passing of the Great Race by Madison Grant. Of particular interest is Carl Campbell Brigham's A Study of American Intelligence (1923). Apart from being a rampant racist, Brigham was a leading educationalist and the principal inventor of the SATs which divide the American young into sheep and goats to this day. His aim wasn't so much to further equal opportunity as to prove 'the marked intellectual inferiority of the Negro' and to 'disprove the popular belief that the Jew is highly intelligent'. He supported Madison Grant in classifying the Nordic type as the superior race and relegated the others in descending order, a classification so nicely spoofed by Hilaire Belloc in 'The Three Races' (though Belloc's own views on Jews do not bear close inspection):
Behold, my child, the Nordic Man,
And be as like him as you can;
His legs are long, his mind is slow,
His hair is lank and made of tow.

These dismal jeremiads provided fertile soil for the fascist movements which cropped up in all 'advanced' countries between the wars. Fish doesn't mention The Rising Tide of Colour against White World-Supremacy (1920), by the eugenicist Lothrop Stoddard. This is clearly the book that Scott Fitzgerald was thinking of when he had Tom Buchanan say, in the opening chapter of The Great Gatsby, 'Have you read The Rise of the Coloured Empires by this man Goddard? ... The idea is that if we don't look out the white race will be utterly submerged. It's all scientific stuff; it's been proved.' Stoddard followed up two years later with The Revolt against Civilisation: The Menace of the Under Man. The book was translated into German as Der Kulturumsturz: Die Drohung des Untermenschen and was snatched up by Hitler's propaganda chief, Alfred Rosenberg, who deployed the idea of the Untermensch to terrible effect. Stoddard visited a Nazi eugenics court in Charlottenburg and approved of the way it was selecting candidates for sterilisation, although he thought that 'if anything, judgments were almost too conservative.'
Fish points out that exactly the same stuff began to surface again in the 1990s, for example, Lawrence Auster's The Path to National Suicide: An Essay on Immigration and Multiculturalism (1990). But the most influential of all these tracts has been Le Grand Remplacement by the French novelist Renaud Camus (no relation of Albert), published in 2011.
You might dismiss all these books as tiresome background noise, but all of a sudden they began to generate terrifying effects. A few months before Camus's book was published, Anders Behring Breivik, an obscure Norwegian neo-Nazi, killed 69 members of the Labour Party's youth wing at a holiday camp on the island of Utoya. The shocked world was bewildered by the deliberate targeting of these innocent young people. The country's literary giant Karl Ove Knausgard wrote an article for the New Yorker describing the mass killings as 'inexplicable' and delving into Breivik's troubled childhood and narcissistic personality. But inexplicable was just what these horrible killings were not, because Breivik had written a 1518-page document explaining his motives, which he emailed to a thousand addresses three hours before he started shooting. It's a collage of other people's rants which he tells us he culled mostly from Wikipedia, and it blames all the usual suspects - political correctness, feminism and, above all, uncontrolled immigration - for the rot that was destroying Western society: just the sort of causes that the bright young lefties on Utoya island would have been propagating.
Since then, there have been several more of these 'messaged massacres'. In each case, the collage of hate speech seems to provoke, shape and harden the intention to commit the act, and is simultaneously broadcast to justify the act to the world and inspire copycats - which it does. Dylann Roof killed nine African Americans at an episcopal church in Charleston, South Carolina, in June 2015, and left behind on his website a 2500-word manifesto. In Britain, the young Labour MP Jo Cox was murdered on 16 June 2016, in the last week of the Brexit campaign, by a much older neo-Nazi, Thomas Alexander Mair, whose huge collection of fascist literature included a fistful of clippings about Anders Breivik. As he shot her three times and then stabbed her fifteen times, Mair yelled: 'This is for Britain' and 'Keep Britain independent.' Brexiters fretted that this horrible murder might damage their chances, but it didn't. In Christchurch, New Zealand, Brenton Harrison Tarrant murdered 51 people at two Islamic centres on 15 March 2019. In his 74-page apologia, slavishly titled 'The Great Replacement', Tarrant paid tribute to Camus's book, and to the actions of Roof and especially Breivik. Later that same year, on 3 August, Patrick Crusius murdered 23 people, most of them Latinos, in a Walmart in El Paso, Texas. The manifesto he posted, 'An Inconvenient Truth', deplores the 'Hispanic Invasion' and praises Tarrant. On 14 May 2022, Payton S. Gendron killed ten African Americans in a supermarket in Buffalo, New York. His 180-page manifesto voiced support for the Great Replacement theory. Sometimes, mercifully, there is only the message, not the massacre. Owen Lawrence, suspected of having shot two women with a crossbow in Leeds in April 2025 (both survived), posted on Facebook his plans for 'terrorism, revenge and misogynistic rage', mentioning Tarrant's manifesto and the Great Replacement theory. He titled his own manifesto 'The Otley Run Massacre', after a popular pub crawl near his home. But he turned a gun on himself before he could carry it out.
Note, ironically, how diverse the victims are: Norwegian youth workers, a white British Labour MP, Muslim worshippers, African Americans, Latinos. But the terrorist's rationale is exactly the same in each case. It is of course relevant to dwell on the ghastly childhoods they had all endured. But it is also relevant that they are all inspired by the same hatred of the Other, along with bitter contempt for all the politicians who have spread the rot, the conspicuous exception being Donald Trump, whom Crusius specifically excludes from blame and whom Tarrant praises as 'a symbol of renewed white identity and common purpose'. What they obviously like about Trump is the not-so covert racism - the sly asides and the dog-whistles - but also his deliberate destruction of public civility. You can imagine them chortling in their prison cells to see the president and vice president roughing up Zelensky in front of the cameras. What we are seeing in Trumpworld is the weaponising of the First Amendment into an instrument of neo-imperialism. It is not simply anti-abortion campaigners in Bournemouth who must be protected. The Trump administration is now demanding that any company in the world which deals with America must junk its policies of equality, inclusion and diversity or suffer dire consequences. Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg are also mobilising the State Department to protest against the dangers to free speech allegedly posed by the UK's Online Safety Act, or, to put it another way, against the UK's right to decide how best to protect its own citizens from harm.
Tarrant's manifesto was deemed 'objectionable' by the chief censor of New Zealand, making it unlawful to possess or distribute it there (exceptions were made for journalists and academic researchers), but this could not prevent printed copies being sold online outside the country. Patrick Crusius had posted his screed online shortly before he started shooting. Site moderators quickly removed the post, but the damage was done. Breivik's huge collage circulated widely in fascist online forums. Payton Gendron posted his manifesto on Google docs two days before his massacre. It's all still out there, if you look hard enough.
Dabhoiwala  doesn't go into any of this (like Breivik, I got it from Wikipedia). That's a great pity, because it gives the book a curiously unfinished feeling. The uncommitted reader surely wants to see how the consequences of unbridled free speech play out. We can, of course, point to many unquestionable benefits of uncensored speech: the exposure of paedophiles in the Church and in private schools, of the horrible injustices suffered by Britain's sub-postmasters, of the maltreatment regularly endured by women on film sets and almost everywhere else, and much, much more besides.
But the case for some laws regulating libel, slander, hate speech, incitement to violence and verbal harassment of all sorts remains as strong as ever, though just as difficult to define and to police with any sort of fairness. So too, does the case for codes of conduct in public institutions, Parliament and the universities being only the most conspicuous examples. The lines are never easy to draw. At what point does 'political correctness' cease to be common civility and degenerate into censorship? When does 'woke' move from its original meaning of 'alert to racism' and turn into self-righteous hectoring? When should an anti-abortion campaigner be entitled to carry a placard outside an abortion clinic, or, come to that, when should a women's-right-to-chooser be allowed to stake out the home of an anti-abortion campaigner? There is a right to demonstrate, yes, but there is also a right to some degree of personal tranquillity. 'Watching and besetting' is an ancient crime under English law, and to this day the courts are still defining its reach. As Dabhoiwala continually reminds us, context is everything, or almost everything. To warble on in an unfocused way about 'cancel culture' cannot conceal either the difficulties of the balancing act or its necessity for a flourishing society. The fabric of civility is as thin as gossamer and just as precious. Even John Stuart Mill might have had second thoughts about the innocuousness of speech if he had been shopping at the supermarket in Buffalo or El Paso. And that is even before we tiptoe into the wider political effects. Would the present incumbent of the White House have been able to swim along so effortlessly on his stream of lies and insults without the protection of the First Amendment? Doesn't Donald Trump ultimately owe quite a lot to John Stuart Mill?
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Call me comrade
  I doubt that any of the pen-pal friendships described in Alexis Peri's Dear Unknown Friend, reviewed by Miriam Dobson, lasted as long as the one forged by my (Dutch) wife with her (East)  German correspondent; it began when they were both teenagers, and 65 years later they are still regularly in touch (LRB, 17 April). My wife should,  however, have followed the advice of the American groups, mentioned by Peri, who told correspondents to time their letters to coincide with holidays, when the censors would be busy. After the Wall  fell and the Stasi files were opened, we discovered that 42 of her letters had been intercepted and not delivered.


Jef Smith

				London N10
			


A Dictionary by the Deckchair
  Rachel Careau suggests Nabokov as an example of someone so fluent in a second language that they could go without a dictionary (Letters, 17 April). But Nabokov  proves the rule in this matter, not an exception. In Lectures on Literature, he says that to be a good reader one must have imagination, memory, some artistic sense, and a dictionary. 'If  told I am a bad poet, I smile,' he remarked on another occasion, 'but if told I am a poor scholar, I reach for my heaviest dictionary.'
  Nabokov was said to favour the second edition of Webster's New International Dictionary, apparently for its inclusion of obscure words. Edmund Wilson, reviewing Nabokov's translation of  Pushkin's Eugene Onegin in the New York Review of Books in 1965, asserted that there is no such word as stuss in the English language. Nabokov replied that Wilson 'should  have consulted my notes (and Webster's dictionary) more carefully', and criticised his article for its 'pompous aplomb and peevish ignorance'. 'I never use Webster,' Wilson responded.


Conrad Teixeira

				London SE25
			


No Stopping
Ange Mlinko writes evocatively of the 'juddering, polyvocal, fugal train of clauses' that distinguishes Laszlo Krasznahorkai's prose (LRB, 20 March). She omits to mention that Herscht 07769, the novel under review, consists of one long, unceasing sentence more than four hundred pages long. What's more, four long(ish) quotes from the novel are presented in the piece as if each were a self-contained sentence starting with a capitalised first word and ending with a full stop [We were responsible for this - Eds]. That is not in the spirit of the novel's full-stop-free (and full-stop averse) propulsion. As Krasznahorkai once said, for him the full stop 'doesn't belong to human beings, it belongs to God.'


Marco de Waard

				Amsterdam
			


Ogres are cool
  Colin Burrow seems to have it in for the First Germanic Consonant Shift, widely known as Grimm's Law, though Jacob Grimm shares the intellectual spoils with other philologists, Rasmus Rask in  particular (LRB, 20 March). Dry and abstruse as it sounds, every year I have the pleasure of seeing several hundred lightbulbs at a time go on as  students discover the way that the sounds of ordinary English words such as heart and cordial relate to each other and how pervasive that correspondence is: tooth and dental; two and dual; hundred  and century. Understanding the significance of clues that have been in front of us all this time is no less exciting than the fairy tales.


Pavel Iosad

				Edinburgh
			


Picasso's Self-Image
Francis Gooding lists the guises in which Picasso depicts himself in his prints ('a cherub, a raddled old pervert ... a melancholic clown' etc), but omits the most famous example: the minotaur (LRB, 20 March). In the Vollard Suite (1930-37), Picasso depicts himself as a sleeping minotaur gazed at by a young girl, as a bushy-headed, burly creature crouched over a sleeping girl, and as a minotaur raping a female centaur with an unsettlingly passive expression on her face. In another print the minotaur is dying, and the hand of a girl who seems to be Marie-Therese Walter is reaching out to touch his back, taut with muscle. In Blind Minotaur Led by a Little Girl in the Night, Marie-Therese guides him through a crowded nocturnal landscape, her head strangely oversized compared to her body. The confusion of domination and anxiety that runs through the Vollard Suite is represented most aptly by the minotaur, an almost comically virile depiction of the self, removed just far enough from reality to serve as a figure onto which the most primal urges and fantasies can be inscribed.


Adrien Sevaux

				London W11
			


Nobody believes me
  Michael Wood mentions that Dino Buzzati was a painter 'as well as' a writer (LRB, 17 April). This ranking of his talents was a sore point for Buzzati,  who regarded himself first and foremost as a painter, while plaintively acknowledging that 'nobody believes me.' Writing, he said, not painting, was his 'hobby', and to imagine it the other way  round was a 'cruel misunderstanding'. Misunderstanding or not, it wasn't until 1991, nearly twenty years after his death, that the first major retrospective of his paintings was held, at the  Palazzo Reale in Milan.


Killian O'Donnell

				Cashel, County Galway
			


The Case of Vargas Llosa
  Tony Wood describes the political journey made by the late Mario Vargas Llosa (LRB, 20 March). Wood neglects one significant factor in the later stages  of that shift to the right. It wasn't just the situation in Cuba or Hungary, or his five-day visit to the Soviet Union, that shifted Vargas Llosa's politics so irrevocably. It was also the  murderous conflict with the Maoist millenarian sect Sendero Luminoso ('Shining Path') in his own country. In 1983, Vargas Llosa was appointed to lead an official inquiry into the Uchuraccay  massacre, in which a number of Lima-based journalists were murdered in a remote part of the southern Andes where Sendero Luminoso operated. The experience apparently horrified him. Over the next  ten years or so, the violence of Sendero Luminoso discredited the left in the eyes of many Peruvians, leaving the hopes of democratic leftists in tatters. The Fujimori semi-dictatorship that  finally destroyed Sendero Luminoso has left a threadbare party political system, and severely strained Peruvians' faith in that system. The baleful figure of the Sendero Luminoso leader, Abimael  Guzman, who was finally arrested in 1992 and died in prison in 2021, haunted Vargas Llosa and his compatriots for decades.


Tim Marr

				Woodbridge, Suffolk
			


A Dish with Many Names
  Nandini Das describes the eastern Bengali word jau, cooked rice porridge, as a borrowing from Mandarin (LRB, 20 March). In fact it isn't a  loanword at all, but what Indian grammarians called a tadbhava: a native word inherited from Sanskrit. The Bengali jau derives from the Sanskrit yavagu, a kind of gruel,  and ultimately goes back to a Proto-Indo-European word for barley or grain, reconstructed as *yewos. From the same root we get Lithuanian javas (grain), Irish Gaelic  eorna (barley), Persian jaw (also barley), and similar words in most languages of northern India.


Alexander Jabbari

				University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
			


On the Heap
  Fraser MacDonald's piece about compost reminded me of my time at an agricultural college many years ago (LRB, 17 April). Behind the byre of a nearby farm  was a rank, steaming compost heap almost as high as the roof. Just visible at the top were several lush cannabis plants, protected by the heat from the compost.


Lesley Harrison

				Auchmithie, Angus
			


Accidents will happen
As a longtime connoisseur of the LRB's bold approach to hyphenation, I have longed for the day when I would catch the editors splitting a single syllable. Now the day has come: the surname Jahr split after the J (LRB, 17 April, p. 22, column 1, line 32). Alas, the hyphen is missing, leaving me to suspect that the split is not intentional.


Paul Romney

				Baltimore, Maryland
			


Preferred Viewing
  Andrew Battarbee describes the way the Iranian embassy siege affected television coverage of the Embassy World Snooker Championship, named for the brand of cigarette that sponsored the event in  those days (Letters, 8 May). In his Observer TV column the following week, Clive James summed up the drama. Having shown an embassy being reduced to  smoking ashes, he remarked, the BBC left Alex Higgins (an enthusiastic chain-smoker) in Sheffield and cut to London, where the SAS was busy doing the same thing.


Rex Davies

				Vancouver, British Columbia
			


Cartomania
  Tom Crewe seems to have enjoyed my book Cartomania: Photography and Celebrity in the 19th Century, but claims to have detected several omissions (LRB, 17 April). I'll put my hand up to politicians, sex and pornography, but I'm flummoxed by his remark that 'there is nothing, however, on actors, artists or  writers.'
  The actors Sarah Bernhardt, Lillie Langtry, Clara Rousby ('the beautiful Mrs Rousby') and Maud Branscombe are all discussed at some length; Mrs Rousby even has a double-page spread with eight of  her many portraits. The list of other thespians who appear either in passing, briefly or in illustrations is long: Charles Fechter, Charlotte Saunders, Carlotta Leclercq, Lydia Thompson (several  times), Johnny Clarke, Jimmy Rogers, Patty Oliver, Louisa Swanborough, Frederick Robson, Kate Vaughan (two portraits and an anecdote), Edward Askew Sothern, Ruth Herbert, John Toole, Paul Bedford,  George Vining, Adah Isaacs Menken (four portraits and a small scandal), Ada Ward, who quit the stage to join the Salvation Army, and Belle Bilton, who quit the stage to become Lady Dunlo. The  memoirs of Gladys Cooper provide reminiscences of the 'Grand Old Man of Photography', William Downey.
  As for writers, Charles Dickens makes several appearances. His relationship with the photographer Herbert Watkins and, elsewhere, with photography in general are explored in detail, and there are  three portraits of him. Also much in evidence is Mary Elizabeth Braddon and the popularity of the 'sensation' novel. Other authors in the book include Anthony Trollope, Wilkie Collins, Edward  Bulwer-Lytton and Alexandre Dumas pere. Max Beerbohm, Elizabeth Gaskell, Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle each make a brief appearance. Lewis Carroll and George Sala supply quotes, as do William  Wordsworth and Charles Baudelaire. There's also a chunk from Benjamin Disraeli's Sybil and a synopsis of Mrs Henry Wood's hugely successful novel East Lynne. Even James Joyce gets  a mention. I make that seventeen writers, not including the ones who have since faded into obscurity, such as Charles Reade and Mrs Houstoun.
  Artists are less in evidence, but there is a good anecdote concerning William Powell Frith and the problems he faced trying to obtain photographs of all the guests at the wedding of the Prince of  Wales, and another concerning the war artist and reluctant sitter Elizabeth Thompson, which involves her carte de visite portrait, her aunt, a bunch of bananas and a Chelsea costermonger's barrow.


Paul Frecker

				Garve, Ross-shire
			
Tom Crewe writes: I certainly did enjoy Paul Frecker's book, and am sorry to have provoked him to a defence of its copiousness, which is one of its great virtues. When I said there was 'nothing on' actors, artists and writers, I didn't mean that no actor, artist or writer was mentioned, only that they weren't given significant thematic treatment. Returning to some of the examples Frecker cites in his letter, I haven't changed my mind.
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Short Cuts
Labour at the Cliff Edge
James Butler

2011 wordsThis month's  elections in England were significant without being surprising. They were dire for the Labour Party and cataclysmic for the Conservatives: neither has ever lost such a high proportion of the seats it was defending. The day belonged to Nigel Farage's Reform Party, which took 30 per cent in projected national vote share. Labour narrowly lost the Runcorn by-election to Reform's Sarah Pochin, a former Conservative. Reform took control of ten councils, where it will now administer budgets in the hundreds of millions. Farage took centre stage in the aftermath, declaring Reform the 'main opposition party': 'We are the agents of change.'
It is tempting to reach for a comforting scepticism. Local elections punish the incumbent government. Wayward voters rally in general elections. Farage has made big gains before and seen them break against the rocks of first-past-the-post elections, or fracture under his titanic ego. There is a long and unpredictable three or four years before a general election.
These are false comforts. Our antiquated and grotesquely unfair electoral system proved a bulwark against Reform in the 2024 general election, but a boon for it this time. Its 14 per cent of the 2024 vote is underrepresented in the current parliament - it has only five MPs, including Pochin - while 37 per cent of the vote in Kent this month gave it 70 per cent of the county council seats. A similar pattern obtains in Staffordshire and Lincolnshire. Even at its height in 2015, Ukip never managed so broad a success. It is unwise to imagine the system will somehow provide a prophylactic against a Farage victory in Westminster: it is implausible now to call Reform a wasted vote.
One reading of Reform's success is that the UK is not very different from other mid-size European countries, and its old right-wing party is being cannibalised by a newer party of the radical right, like the Fratelli d'Italia or the Rassemblement National. Another view is that the highly polarised elections of the Brexit period concealed a longer-term fragmentation of electoral blocs, in which class background and ethnicity have become less clear predictors of voting behaviour, and disillusionment and volatility prevail.
These perspectives are not incompatible, but much depends on which is emphasised. If the former, then Reform's potential base is primarily the anti-Labour right (74 per cent of their 2024 voters had not voted Labour in the past two decades). If the latter, then Labour's electoral coalition is threatened at both ends, losing not only the Farage-curious but also those repulsed by the party's attempts to keep that faction on board. Farage's own improbable positioning - for nationalising British steel and refusing to criticise striking bin workers - suggests he's going after Labour votes. (Keir Starmer has denounced the bin strike and is trying to find a private buyer for steel.) The Reform vote was, on average, as strong in wards defended by Labour as by Conservatives.
Labour is governing badly. It has pointlessly squandered the popular goodwill that accompanied its return to office. Its leader is a besuited void. It is embarrassed by its few real achievements (a rise in the minimum wage, expanded workers' rights, partial nationalisation of rail) and cowed by corporate tantrums. It says and does nothing about water monopolists stealing money from the public purse and fouling rivers. Homelessness and drug addiction are ever more obvious on the streets. The cost of living still bites hard. The government has imprisoned itself in a cage of fiscal rules and taxation promises wholly inadequate to the rapidly changing global picture, and its most eye-catching economic strategy is a further reduction of welfare. Ros Jones, narrowly re-elected as mayor of Doncaster, warned that Labour's cut to pensioners' winter fuel allowance had become emblematic of its approach; a few Labour backbenchers - most prominently Louise Haigh - have broken cover to join the criticism and warn against a further slide to the right. Downing Street quickly stamped on a rumour Labour might reconsider the cut.
Labour politicians are right to say they did not cause these problems, and that a country cannot be quickly turned around after years - decades - of neglect. Nor is it merely a communications problem, though injecting government communications with some urgency or contact with reality would be welcome. Starmer's lack of political commitment leaves his government rudderless, its only real politics an amplified antipathy to the party's own left. But it has made many bad decisions in its first year. Ministers inexplicably defended the taking of free gifts by MPs, widely and rightly understood as licensed corruption, while presiding over benefit cuts. Starmer failed to give any clear national leadership when racist riots erupted after the Southport stabbings. The party has shattered its moral credibility by its assiduous support for Israel as it starves and murders in Gaza. Change, as promised by Labour's manifesto, seems in very short supply.
If your country appears to be presided over by a caste of broadly interchangeable, hectoring and insincere politicians, none of whom ever delivers on their promises, why not vote for someone to upend the table? Behind this anti-establishment mood, which has rankled in British politics for many years now, lies the nastier promise of Faragism. It is not only that his voters are angry or disenfranchised, though some of them are. It's that he offers a kind of political desublimation, a pleasurable release of all the prejudicial impulses kept under wraps, the right - as one jubilant Reform voter put it on his Facebook page - 'to say what I REALLY think'.
Exhortations following the election have been as predictable as the results. Tony Blair got in ahead of time, training his crosshairs on Ed Miliband and Net Zero (all roads, for Blair and his epigones, lead to the culpability of the Wrong Miliband Brother, though Blair's lucrative contracts with oil-exporting Gulf autocracies may also have moved him). For the resurgent if never entirely cogent 'Blue Labour' tendency, the answer is to embrace the rightward social shift while making nebulous gestures towards leftish economic nationalism. One sad indicator of the ideological shift is that Dan Carden, once a Corbynite Green New Dealer, now convenes the Blue Labour Group and writes self-flagellating articles calling for a wave of reindustrialisation through rearmament. The remainder of the party's left that has not been expelled or gagged implores its leaders to take on vested interests and raise taxes on the rich. All agree on the need to 'deliver' in a way that's visible and tangible, though the belief that delivery will somehow supersede the awkward business of politics now looks delusional.
Most of the media-political nexus is perfectly comfortable with the rise of a populist right party led by Nigel Farage. He, and, occasionally, other Reform politicians, can always be booked to say something outrageous. The right can claim an electoral warrant for intensifying its favourite prejudices: against 'woke' officials - however fictive - and against migrants, multiculturalism or simply modernity in all its forms. The liberal left can chastise itself for having beliefs, and try to disown them. The socialist left can declare itself analytically correct, to compensate for its political irrelevance. In declaring Reform the 'main opposition party', Farage is only formalising his outsize influence on British politics over the last two decades.
It runs against instinct for any observer of British politics to pronounce the Tory Party dead. Yet it's hard not to hear the death rattle behind the thin excuses: people still hate us for ruining the country; we've only lost so many seats because we were popular when we last contested them. It isn't simply that Kemi Badenoch is an erratic and tin-eared leader, and Mel Stride a supremely witless shadow chancellor: most contenders for the leadership are tainted by their years in government. The miasma of corruption wreathes Badenoch's most plausible challenger, Robert Jenrick, who has been pumping out Reform-tinged jeremiads on X. Polling suggests he'd be even less popular. Given its efflux of activists and politicians to Reform, the eventual fate of the Conservatives may be as a vestigial electoral appendage, a vehicle for prosperous right-wingers who can't quite bring themselves to vote for Farage.
It would be hard to feel pity if Badenoch led the Tory Party into its grave. It might be that the brand really is too toxic, and the middle class from which it would once have repopulated its support finds a political home elsewhere. (The liberalising effect of education is part of the longer-term trend, too.) Yet what replaces it could easily be worse. Although the Conservative Party has often been pulled rightwards by extraparliamentary forces, and occasionally acted as a vehicle for their ideas to enter the political mainstream, it has also functioned as a cordon sanitaire. Reform's attitude has been contradictory, occasionally disavowing Tommy Robinson while maintaining a very porous boundary with his movement.
It has been suggested that Reform will implode on contact with office. The press will certainly discover that some of its elected officials are not-so-crypto-fascists, cranks or crooks. It is very likely that they will run their councils into the ground (or simply leave the difficult bits to the officials they decry). They will find their hands are tied with statutory obligations and their budgets consumed by adult social care. But for the opportunist politician this simply provides an occasion for congenial fights: we could collect your bins better if we closed that migrant hotel, or the money we would have spent on potholes was eaten up by mandatory diversity assessments. Farage could well tour the news studios and accuse central government of shunting problems it doesn't want to deal with - social care, special needs provision, statutory homelessness duties - onto local councils while slashing the funding needed to deal with them. And he'd have a point.
Peter Mandelson is famously supposed to have said of working-class voters in South Wales that 'they have nowhere else to go,' so Labour need not worry too much about them. (Reform placed second in most South Wales seats in 2024.) The thin margins of many Labour MPs - praised last year as hyper-efficient - leaves them prey to relatively small fluctuations in voter behaviour. The Mandelson dictum is today most often directed at progressive voters. Yet research consistently shows that far more Labour voters are tempted to vote Green or Liberal Democrat than are tempted to vote Reform. If the fragmentation thesis is correct, and if lost votes are the only thing that makes Labour pay attention, then the rational strategy for progressive voters must be to vote for somebody else. Next year's local elections take place in many metropolitan districts likely to be receptive to such a strategy, though whether the perpetually befuddled Greens and timid progressive voters could actually make a run of it is not clear.
Since the election, government communications have centred on new trade deals with India and the US. The US deal staves off the political nightmare of British car manufacturers collapsing under American tariffs, though its durability depends on Trumpian caprice. The India deal, which exempts Indian workers in Britain from employer National Insurance contributions (long a sticking point in negotiations), seems tailor-made for a Farage campaign.
Starmer's sole response to his party's dismal showing has been to commit to 'go further and faster' on Labour's plans. Yet the prime minister should recognise that Britain is not immune to the sudden changes in political dynamics visible across the developed world. It's wise not to panic after a bad election, but such a peremptory rejection of any counsel to change course suggests there is more ideological zealotry swirling around Number Ten than is generally recognised. A vote on PS5 billion of cuts is due in June, with more promised for the autumn. MPs whose seats are at risk will become harder to discipline. Further and faster is an excellent approach if you're speeding to a just, equal and prosperous future. It is a crazy way to approach a cliff edge.
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Hokey Cowboy
David Runciman

3961 wordsThe  Mont Pelerin Society was set up in 1947 with the aim of ensuring that the apparent triumph of freedom over fascism in the Second World War should instead be understood as a defeat. Inspired by its founding father, Friedrich von Hayek, whose rallying call The Road to Serfdom had been published three years earlier, the organisation believed that the price of victory had been too high. Democratic Western societies - notably the United States - had won the war by aping the economic tactics of their geopolitical rivals, including the Soviet Union: central planning, market controls, massive government spending and extensive social and economic engineering. Once the fighting was over this translated into promises of continued government spending to fund extensive welfare programmes as a reward for the sacrifices that had been made, which in turn ensured that the social and economic engineering would continue. A total war had required a monster state to prosecute it. The monster was now threatening to devour the peace as well. The task at hand was to dismantle that state in the name of liberty. This was the basis of postwar neoliberalism, and the Mont Pelerin Society became its intellectual clearing house.
On a conventional telling of the story, the real victory of neoliberalism had to wait until forty years later, at the end of the Cold War, when a combination of the Reagan-Thatcher ascendancy and the collapse of the Soviet Union signalled that freedom had finally triumphed. After long decades of often thankless academic guerrilla warfare, the neoliberals' ideas emerged from the netherworld of think tanks and journals and into the halls of power. Central planning had been vanquished. Regulation was in retreat. Markets were the masters now. Money, ideas, people: all were at liberty to go wherever they could find the best return. But as Quinn Slobodian makes clear in his bracing history of the intellectual origins of the alt-right, the conventional story misses out a big part of the picture.
For plenty of Mont Pelerin diehards, history didn't right itself at the end of the 20th century so much as repeat itself. Once again, they decided, the price of victory had been too high. The Cold War had been won by indulging the weakness of Western societies for panaceas of global solidarity, social security and personal empowerment. Even Reagan and Thatcher had not dared take on many leftist pieties for fear of frightening voters. As a result, by the 1990s other ideas were on the march, including environmentalism, feminism and racial justice. All of them - with their insistence on correcting for social inequality and market failures - threatened the integrity of capitalism. So the fight for freedom had to begin again.
In making the case this second time around that seeming victory was really a defeat, the new breed of neoliberals was being true to Hayek's original vision and at the same time entirely distorting it - hence the name Slobodian gives them: 'Hayek's bastards'. Hayek had understood that persuading any society to accept the rigours of capitalist freedom was never going to be easy. Capitalism is scary because it is so uncertain: the whole point of market logic is that no one knows what's going to work until they have discovered whether or not people are willing to buy it. But that for Hayek was also its glory. The free exchange of goods and ideas produced wonders beyond imagining because the market could see things that no human being could. As a result, the neoliberal prospectus had to be carefully handled. Too much forthrightness about the great unknown that is market wisdom would spook people and have them reaching for familiar comforts. They needed grounds for retaining some kind of faith in the future. Religion might help, Hayek thought. So too would a minimal social security net.
Hayek based this insight partly on his observations of electoral politics - voters would always require non-neoliberal reasons to vote for neoliberal policies (Thatcher, with her insistence on playing the part of the careful housewife, instinctively knew this, as did Reagan the hokey cowboy). But it also derived from his reading of evolutionary theory. He believed that human nature inclined towards socialism. This was because tribal feelings of loyalty - trade with the in-group, kill outsiders - had served us well on the savannah. We naturally want to organise our economic life according to a muscle memory of the potency of reciprocal obligations. But capitalism demands something very different. We truly prosper only when we learn to trade with total strangers, indifferent to their customs and loyalties. Otherwise the market cannot cast its net wide enough to encompass the unknown. So capitalism is evolutionarily advantageous - its ability to generate prosperity on a scale no rival system could match demonstrated that - but it goes against our evolved preference for social solidarity. As a result, Hayek suspected that nothing about the vindication of neoliberalism was likely to be straightforward. Some magical thinking would be needed to leaven the mix. Hayek wanted elites properly educated in the virtues of free-market economics but he also wanted them alive to the ways people might recoil from the experience of living under such a system. Quite a few of the educated elite might recoil from it too. They would need to be given something else to believe in to keep their fear of the unknown at bay.
For a time this strategy of freedom by stealth appeared to be paying dividends, but the problem for many members of the Mont Pelerin Society was that it had been too successful. Just when the market seemed to have won, Western elites were no longer satisfied with it. They wanted something like the market-plus: capitalism, for sure, but with greater cohesion, more integration, fewer injustices. They also wanted less risk of ecological catastrophe, once it became clear that the unleashing of human productive potential might threaten the viability of our natural habitat. So they embarked on new projects of global governance, ecological regulation and capitalist co-ordination. This was the danger of magical thinking: it's hard to know where to stop. By the end of the 1990s it had produced, among other things, the Eurozone, which looked like just the sort of grand scheme of political and economic engineering that Hayek had spent a lifetime warning against. The Mont Pelerin Society was not in triumphant mood at the turn of the century. It was thoroughly spooked.
In taking the fight to this new enemy, some neoliberals ended up turning Hayek's argument on its head. Hayek worried that human nature might push so hard against capitalism that concessions would have to be made to the pull of social solidarity. But this went much further than he intended and had produced a weird hybrid: solidaristic capitalism on a global scale. The new breed of neoliberals decided that the idea of human evolution could and should be used to push back against this nonsense. If the socialists now believed in global justice, the capitalists needed to go back to the savannah to harness the power of tribal loyalty. Neoliberalism morphed into paleolibertarianism: free markets plus primitive racial, sexual and political hierarchies. Hayek had celebrated dynamic entrepreneurs and free-thinking intellectuals. Hayek's bastards were into cavemen.
By revealing this twist, Slobodian wants to show that the politics of the alt-right - all that wildly orchestrated chest-beating for alienated kids, for men who just want to be actual men, for whites who don't want to watch endless goodies being parcelled out to undeserving Blacks - is not a repudiation of neoliberal globalisation on behalf of the people who lost out, as is often assumed. This is not a revolt of the left-behinds. It is an attempt to rescue neoliberal capitalism from globalisation, inspired by a bunch of pointy-heads who came to believe that globalisation had become a stalking horse for social engineering on the most extreme scale. Essentially, they thought Hayek had horribly miscalculated. He had believed that allowing for some human solidarity was a price worth paying for global capitalism. Instead, it turned out that the other side was willing to pay the price of global capitalism for the sake of some human solidarity. Globalism turned into the thing that bleeding-heart liberals did. Davos man was either too stupid to know he had been played or too devious to let on that he was playing everyone else. So there was only one thing for red-in-tooth-and-claw neoliberals to do. They had to explode the whole fateful bargain.
The dynamite they used was the politics of race. Crude evolutionary theory was deployed to argue that there were hierarchies of freedom: some kinds of people - basically, white ones (though East Asians were sometimes allowed a look-in) - were better suited to it than others. The argument went that we can live free and prosper so long as we stick to doing business with our own kind. When we start bending over backwards to let all the others join in we simply drag everyone down. Exhibit A in the new racial backlash - though as Slobodian says, it was really a 'frontlash', since these intellectual entrepreneurs were determined to get ahead of the game - was Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray's The Bell Curve, published in 1994, which made the case that differences in IQ between racial groups should be factored into policy-making. But Slobodian shows that this was just the tip of a Mont Pelerin-sized iceberg: you didn't have to look hard in the 1990s and beyond to see neoliberal outriders starting to make the case for the in-group over the rest.
All this should have been antithetical to capitalism as Hayek understood it. Ruling people out on the grounds of race suggested borders, barriers and restrictions, not the openness and indifference to origin on which market dynamism depends. But the new neoliberals weren't bothered, not least because they had an earlier model of dynamic capitalism on which to draw. Nineteenth-century free traders were usually also imperialists, who knew that one way to get rich was to control the world and keep everyone in their place rather than allowing a free-for-all. Plus they were racists (pretty much everyone in the 19th century was racist). None of that stopped the global economy from expanding rapidly and the people at the top from doing best of all. Ethnopolitics doesn't just mean an ethnostate with ruthlessly policed borders. It can also mean an ethnoeconomy in which the market works its magic for the people who understand how to make best use of it. The people who don't understand don't get to play. They get herded to the margins where they belong.
There were two problems with this argument. First, the racial science on which it rested was utterly bogus. IQ was treated as a rigorous statistical tool rather than a rough and ready benchmark that can do pretty much whatever you want it to. The evidence that on almost every measure there are far greater differences within so-called racial groups than there are between them was ignored. Supposed hard data was often just an assembly of anecdotes. Second, the new neoliberals abandoned the faith in an unknowable, open-ended future which Hayek believed was the essence of capitalist dynamism. Instead, the story now was that everything was going to shit and it was time to pull up the drawbridge. Ethnocapitalism was premised on the assumption that we were pretty near the end of times unless we started to take more immediate control over what happened next - and prepping can end up sounding a lot like planning. This was a deeply pessimistic doctrine, full of dark forebodings about the coming conflagration of the races. Hayek thought it was precisely such primordial fears of the unknown that had to be educated out of us. The 'paleos' and their new neoliberal friends thought these fears needed to be stoked by whatever fuel they could get their hands on.
Despite these handicaps, the new version of neoliberalism had two things going for it. There were plenty of people buying what these people were selling: if you're in the race prejudice business, you aren't going to have to look too hard for customers. Some of the buyers had money to burn and so the next-gen neoliberals got funding: they were able to set up a new network of think tanks and talking shops, they could spread the word through their newsletters and websites and YouTube channels and podcasts, and they found that someone - Charles Koch, for instance - was usually willing to pay them to keep pumping it out. They also discovered it was possible to make good money on the side peddling apocalypticism. On those websites and YouTube channels a message of impending catastrophe was invariably accompanied by ads for the things that might hedge against it: pills and protein powders to get you ready for a world in which only the fittest will survive, books and videos to explain what was at stake, and, above all else, gold - buy it! trade it! hoard it! (gold has long been the financial refuge of the terrified racist). These were the twin pleasures of being on the alt-right: fuelling impending conflict and skimming a nice commission off the top.
The other boon for this version of neoliberalism is that its alt-right proponents weren't the only ones raising the stakes. Though Slobodian doesn't really want to address it, the alt-left was just as willing to take things to the next level. This happened in environmental politics (Just Stop Oil!), in street politics (Antifa!), in gender politics (Trans Women Are Women!). Whatever you think of the merits of these particular positions, there's no question that the more the temperature went up, the deeper both sides dug in. Where the right found a kind of solace in its re-embrace of biology, the left found solace in abandoning it. And in that particular market, I'm afraid, the new right had the easier product to sell.
Slobodian's  story is fascinating, but the problem with his account is that he doesn't much want to explore how the ideas he describes found their way into the mainstream, or what else had to happen to make that possible. He is content with tracking the ideas back to their sources and pursuing them across the obscure university departments, cranky newsletters and weird work outings where they first got going. He has a colourful cast of characters - like the bouffant-haired Peter Brimelow, who started out as a fairly standard Thatcherite in the UK and ended up in the US as a white supremacist, or Murray Rothbard, who went from paleolibertarianism to promoting David Duke and Holocaust denial - but after a while they are hard to tell apart. It's difficult to get a sense of which ideas mattered most, which alliances gained real traction, which people knew what they were doing politically and which of them didn't really care. The neoliberal origins of the populist right are treated as though they existed in a kind of ideological vacuum, the various ideas tumbling down on top of each other as we repeatedly discover that some bad people knew plenty of people who were even worse.
There are early hints of the craziness to come. Trump's preoccupation in 2024 with dog and cat-eating Haitian immigrants ('I've seen people on television!') can probably be traced back to the scare stories about Haitian immigrants with Aids that he will have been familiar with in the 1990s. That same decade, Brimelow was already channelling his inner Bertolt Brecht to complain that US immigration policy meant the federal government 'is literally dissolving the people and electing a new one', which is more or less how Trump thinks Biden stole the 2020 presidential election (dead people and illegals on the electoral rolls). It's fun watching the cheerleaders of the new right having to turn themselves inside out to keep up. In the 1990s the Wall Street Journal was noting with approval that the only people calling for literal open borders were hardcore neoliberals who believed that all barriers to freedom of movement were a constraint on the efficient workings of the international labour market. Now that the Trumpian right thinks the defenders of open borders are communists and traitors, the Wall Street Journal has somewhat changed its tune.
But supplying a litany of links from then to now isn't the same as making sense of it all. This kind of history feels very much of its moment. It is perhaps a little too easy these days to track the connections across an endless array of online sources, following each idea into whichever murky chamber it might lead. We all do it. While reading this book I myself chased Slobodian across a series of podcasts trying to find out what he has to say about Trump, Musk and all that. I reached my limit when I got to an episode of Trashfuture and heard him discussing Michael Young's original conception of 'meritocracy', something he explores at length in the book. He had to pause while his hosts pointed out that Michael Young is (drum roll) the father of Toby Young, free-speech warrior, and everyone took a moment to savour the exquisite, ironic significance of this detail. It all connects! But of course it does: everything connects if you look long and hard enough, which means that mere connection isn't enough to sustain the argument. Slobodian has an interesting thesis about the way Hayek's ideas got turned inside out, but it feels overdetermined and undertheorised. Hayek's Bastards is a short book - 176 pages - yet it has 52 pages of notes and a 38-page bibliography. Something is out of whack here.
There's also something missing. Slobodian spends a bit of time tracking the alt-right back to Silicon Valley, where warped ideas of racial and intellectual hierarchy have long had a home. Stanford University, as he points out, was established by a eugenicist. But he doesn't have much to say about the place of ideas of technology in the war over Hayek's legacy, even though this is probably where the deepest schism on the new right is to be found. Hayek himself thought technological innovation was the key demonstration of the virtues of market economics, and many of his followers would agree. The problem with planned societies, in their view, is that they get stuck recycling what already exists. Free-market societies stumble across a future no one could have foreseen. The Soviet Union ended with exploding TVs, cars that looked like toys and Chernobyl. The United States, meanwhile, created the internet. Hayek's disciples have sometimes wanted to frame this difference in evolutionary terms. Markets allow ideas to cross-fertilise and mutate, where social engineering invariably leads to inbreeding. Matt Ridley, author of The Rational Optimist: How Prosperity Evolves (2010), which is a manifesto for people who want to retain their faith in Hayek's open future, said the internet is what happens when the personal computer has sex with the telephone. And that can't happen outside a market economy.
But there are two ways in which Hayek can be used to argue something different. In his own understanding of human evolution, we have continued to rely on forms of 'tacit' knowledge that lie beyond the reach of computers. It was the innate human ability to navigate uncertainty that enabled us to interact with one another in the marketplace. As a result we are able to use the hidden power of the market to build computers, but they shouldn't be able to use it to build us. Of course, Hayek had no idea what might become possible in the age of AI, when computers are increasingly adept at mimicking all the forms of knowledge - tacit, unspoken, unconscious even - that human beings possess. He was thinking of cack-handed earlier attempts to use computer technology to run the economy, such as the doomed Project Cybersyn in Allende's Chile, which promised to manage prices and goods in real time and never got further than resembling a set for a bad sci-fi movie. It may be that the latest AI technology will soon be able to 'do' freedom as Hayek understood it. Perhaps liberation isn't only for humans after all. But there are grounds for Hayekians to be nervous of Silicon Valley's ambitions in this area - let alone what is being attempted by its Chinese rivals. The point of the market was to allow us to fulfil our potential. If there are non-human entities who do better under market conditions than we do, might that not be a good reason to shut the market down?
The other tension in Hayek's legacy is more directly visible on the new right itself. Did the market actually build the internet? After all, its true origins can be traced back to the Cold War, when massive US government spending on technology - much of it wasteful, some of it downright paranoid - hardly conformed to Hayek's template for innovation (this tale began with Hayek wanting states to stop behaving in peacetime as though the wartime economy were a permanent state of affairs). More significant, state spending continues to play a big part in many Silicon Valley success stories. Look at SpaceX, Alphabet, Amazon Web Services (the cloud computing wing that drives the company's profitability): they all do much of their business off the back of government contracts, and also benefit from extensive subsidies. Have the new tech giants ever truly weaned themselves off government support or are they really just bloated receptacles for taxpayers' handouts?
One person who is very alive to this question is Steve Bannon, once and for ever a MAGA stormtrooper (he now has the jail time to prove it) and in many ways an unlikely disciple of Hayek. But in 2018, speaking alongside Marine Le Pen at a party congress of the Front National (as it was called back then), Bannon invoked Hayek to rail against the forces that were stifling freedom everywhere:
The central governments, the central banks, the central crony capitalist technology companies control you and have taken you on a 'road to serfdom' in three ways. The central banks are in the business of debasing your currency, the central government is in the business of debasing your citizenship and the crony capitalist technological powers are in the business of debasing your personhood. Hayek told us: the road to serfdom will come through these three.

Hayek didn't tell us that, as Slobodian points out in citing this speech (though it's interesting to speculate what he would have made of the argument). Slobodian thinks it's notable merely that even a Neanderthal like Bannon should have been bandying about Hayek's name, but he doesn't discuss the implications. This line of thinking is why Bannon so detests Musk, whom he has recently described as a 'parasitic illegal immigrant'. One wing of the alt-right thinks that Silicon Valley is a template for the future: renegades such as Curtis Yarvin (aka the blogger Mencius Moldbug) love the way that tech titans run their companies as though they were medieval fiefdoms and would like to turn the whole of the federal government into a giant technology corporation. But another wing of Trumpworld believes these companies are evil freeloaders, run by secret globalists to boot (Silicon Valley is not at all keen that curbs on immigration include technology engineers from Asia or anywhere else). What does Trump think? God knows. But these people are all Hayek's bastards in their different ways and it's not hard to imagine them eventually ripping each other's throats out.
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Piet Mondrian  liked to claim that his life had been a straight line. 'I started off as a naturalist,' he told a journalist who visited his studio in Paris in 1922. 'I soon felt a need for a more severe reduction and limitation of my means, and gradually became more abstract.' He had an album of reproductions of his work on hand to show. 'Things have slowed down in the last year and a half, but I am sure if my development hasn't ceased, it will carry on in the same direction and not go backwards.' At the age of 71, in 1943, he told a version of the same story to the writer Ella Winter in New York, bringing out pictures of chrysanthemums and trees, 'old pencil and ink drawings of decades ago', to demonstrate how far he had come. In the essays he wrote about the theoretical underpinnings of his art and its place in modern culture, he made it seem as if it would be impossible for anyone to go back and make naturalistic paintings. ('Logically the new art can never return to form - or to natural colour.') Michel Seuphor, a friend and disciple who became his first biographer in 1956, stuck to this line. 'Mondrian always moved towards an ideal perfection,' Seuphor wrote. 'He started from a sure foundation, which implied, in its very premises, its supreme conclusion.'
This is Mondrian as the dream modernist: decisive, uncompromising, single-minded in his pursuit of a purer and purer abstraction. It slots him into a 'cookie-cutter modernist narrative of marching styles', as Peter Schjeldahl put it. But the appearance of relentless progress in Mondrian's art sometimes disguised uncertain forward leaps and backtrackings, like the careful deletions and proof marks he made on the letters he wrote in English. His reinventions involved trial and error, repetition; he moved around but did not leave himself behind.
In Piet Mondrian: A Life (2022), the first full-length biography to appear in English since Seuphor's, the Dutch art historian Hans Janssen gives us the non-linear Mondrian. 'The early and late paintings were not only made by the same artist, but were also created with the same motives,' he writes. 'The Mondrian who lived and worked in Paris in the 1920s was very similar, in terms of method, ideas and - above all - attitude, to the much more shadowy artist who lived and worked in Amsterdam.' Janssen approaches his subject experimentally, veering between early and late periods to dodge what he calls the 'and then, and then' quality of much writing on Mondrian. Nicholas Fox Weber's new biography is more of an 'and then, and then' book, rooted in careful archival work and oral history. But it is also interested in tracing continuities and foreshadowings of subject and technique. Mondrian's interest in the natural world, Weber points out, was always the fundamental basis for his art; the qualities of dynamism, tension and structural contrast that characterise the compositions of thick black lines and coloured rectangles are there in the early pictures of windmills, farmhouses and church towers. In Summer Night (1906-7), a landscape painted in Oele before Mondrian left the Netherlands, the composition is sparse, the line where the flat land meets the sky a long horizontal, bisected by the shadowy verticals of trees. In Woods near Oele (1908), the trunks and branches, sliced off by the top of the canvas as if they might go on forever, are super-elongated strokes; the daubed lines and visible paint drips that represent their reflections are sometimes visible over, sometimes under, the looser horizontals of the water below.
Pieter Cornelis Mondriaan was born in 1872 in Amersfoort, a small, devoutly religious city at the centre of the Netherlands. (He dropped the second 'a' from his surname in 1909 at the insistence of his uncle, Frits Mondriaan, also a painter, who was ashamed of his nephew's 'depraved' art.) His father, the first Pieter Cornelis Mondriaan, was a headteacher, an important local figure in the arch-conservative Orthodox Protestant sect. Mondrian was given his father's name because he was the eldest son; the eldest daughter, Johanna Christina, was named after their mother, presumably for convenience. In 1878, when he was six, the family moved to rural Winterswijk near the German border. Their life was regimented: on Sundays the children were taken 'in a prearranged order in walks through the village' while Johanna senior stayed at home, in line with the recommendations of a neo-Calvinist tract, Anti-Revolutionary also in Your Own Family (1880), by a friend of their father's. Mondrian learned to paint as a teenager with his uncle out in the fields, outings for which Frits Mondriaan dressed in a double-breasted suit, starched white shirt and silk necktie. When he decided he wanted to become an art teacher - his father wouldn't let him train to be an artist, on the grounds that it wasn't a real job - Mondrian studied in the playroom at home, faithfully copying plaster heads and composing still lifes using a bucket and broom.
Making art was a way for Mondrian to escape family life in this deeply traditional corner of the country. Amsterdam represented freedom: when he went to study at the Rijksakademie in 1892 (the teaching plan was abandoned when it became clear that he 'cared neither about children nor about teaching'), he mingled with fellow artists and anarchists and encountered the work of van Gogh and the Impressionists George Breitner and Isaac Israels. His own art, initially, played by the rules. He painted and exhibited conventional still lifes of herrings and apples; when the royal stipend he had received to cover the first year of his tuition wasn't renewed, he took commissions to stay afloat, painting decorative tiles, illustrating Calvinist literature, making copies of Rijksmuseum masterpieces, designing a pastel rococo scheme for a dining-room ceiling. At the age of thirty, in 1902, he was so poor that he had to eat in a church soup kitchen. He seemed committed to none of the art movements around him, neither the traditional Hague School nor the edgier Symbolist group.
Around 1898, he was drawn into Amsterdam's Theosophical circles. After the doctrinaire strictness of his childhood, he liked Theosophy's spiritualism, its non-sectarian quest for the 'finer regions' of experience. Some of his work of the early 1900s shows its influence directly. In 1908, shortly before he joined the Dutch Theosophical Society, he sketched a series of self-portraits in which his eyes, enlarged and penetrating, looming right up against the picture plane, seem points of connection between the soul and material body. But his spiritualism also bled into his still lifes and landscapes in ways that were connected to his increasingly experimental approach to technique. Since 1899, he had been making elongated portraits of carefully selected single flowers. The sunflowers, amaryllises and chrysanthemums that he painted in 1907 and 1908 - in wild, unnatural shades of blue, red, purple and yellow - are less renderings of particular forms than expressions of cosmic process and energy. In Dying Chrysanthemum (1908), the swirling upward and downward strokes around the drooping head, in colours that lift and lighten towards the top of the canvas, make the flower's death rhythmic, purposeful. In a series of pictures of a lighthouse at the seaside resort of Domburg of the same period, pointillist marks suggest a thinness or luminousness in the tower's structure. Flecked in pale pink, purple and sunlit yellow, its form seems to scatter and dematerialise in the light.
Sensible Dutch realism it was not. In 1909, Mondrian showed recent work at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam alongside the Fauvist Jan Sluijters. The Red Cloud (1907), The Red Tree (1908), Woods near Oele (1908) and Molen: Mill in Sunlight (1908), with their harsh, contrasting colours, baffled the critics. 'I understand nothing of ... a red, blue and yellow windmill,' one wrote plaintively. Why was the mill 'dripping with blood', 'against a yellow sky with holes like Swiss cheese'? To the critic and psychiatrist Frederik van Eeden, it was all mindless, unhinged, degenerate: 'a painful orgy of the rawest, most barbaric and lurid colours', the daubings of 'a sick, rebellious child with a few pots of paint to hand'. Two years later, appearing alongside Picasso and Braque at the first Moderne Kunstkring exhibition, Mondrian's flat, geometric, concentrated images of another windmill and the Domburg church tower fared no better. But he was less and less interested in the opinions of those who couldn't see, as he could, that 'pure' art had nothing to do with the faithful representation of natural forms. 'The artist's inner vision is other than visual,' he wrote a few years later. 'The work of art is so distinctly other than nature.'
He was pushing towards Paris. In 1911, he made a short trip to see one of his pictures hanging at the Salon des Independants and to study new Cubist work. 'It's good for me to be here,' he told the artist Simon Maris. 'Everything big and grand, eh?' By the beginning of 1912, he had sold some old paintings for cash and found a tiny room in Montparnasse. Not that it was a straightforward exit. In Amsterdam he left behind him a string of much younger women, one of whom, Greta Heijbroek, a wealthy merchant's daughter, he had proposed marriage to a few months before. 'I expect you heard that I nearly got married last autumn, but fortunately I realised just in time that it was nothing but an illusion,' he wrote in his informative, practical way to a friend, Aletta de Iongh. He had cultivated the relationship with Heijbroek concurrently with a dalliance with another Amsterdam heiress, Eva de Beneditty, who knew nothing about her rival. De Beneditty recalled his freakishly extended kisses - 'an unbroken twenty minutes was the norm' - and habit of dropping her when he needed to paint. (Nothing changed: in the last years of his life he was explaining to a devoted admirer, Charmion von Wiegand, that 'I like to retake my lonely life as it was before I knew you.')
Often thoughtless about other people, Mondrian was also thoughtless about - or uninterested in - himself. His ego was as stripped back as his style. He wore a business suit in public and disliked artists he thought looked like artists. In Paris, he regarded his exposure to the Cubism of Picasso, Braque and Leger as an opportunity to learn. 'I find it better to be open to improvement than to remain satisfied with an imperfection one has achieved and to think that that makes one so much more original!' he wrote to the connoisseur H.P. Bremmer in 1914, adding: 'As many painters do.' In Cubism's anti-perspectivalism, the totality of its vision, he found a means of expressing what he called in the letter to Bremmer 'universality', or, in one of his Paris sketchbooks, 'the great generalities'. The bepaald ('definite', 'specific') and menschelijk ('human') in art were to him the same thing: limitations to be avoided. 'By wanting to say or relate nothing human, by completely ignoring oneself, a work of art appears that is a monument of beauty ... and yet most absolutely human in its depth and universality!'
In 1913, he turned to the scaffolded facades and half-demolished walls of Paris as motifs for his compositions. The metropolis, he wrote, was 'abstract life given form', orderly, impersonal, a step away already from nature's organic contours. The paintings from these motifs are pure shape and relationship, devoid of volume. In their lightness and openness, they look back to the etherised pointillist lighthouses and church towers of a few years earlier. The black lines that form horizontal and vertical supports in Composition No. II (1913) and Composition No. VI (1914) barely hold the rough passages of colour inside, which bloom over the edges or fade to nothing before they can touch.
Mondrian did not mean to spend the war years in the Netherlands. He returned in July 1914 to see the first solo show of his work at a gallery in The Hague; then, in August, the German invasion of Belgium cut off his route back. The painter Mies Elout-Drabbe, who found him a spare room in her house in Domburg, remembered watching him 'standing bolt upright' in front of a sheet of paper, 'so engrossed in his work that he was completely unaware of the Belgian refugees who flooded the isle of Walcheren'. The only painting he seems to have made in 1915, as he flitted between any cheap or free studio space he could find, so strapped for cash that he had to go back to making copies of Old Masters, was Composition 10 in Black and White. It was based on sketches of the breakwaters in Domburg, but abstracted and exploded into bisected and T-shaped linear forms. It had about it, according to Bremmer, who bought it, a 'clear, pure atmosphere', a kind of 'Christmas Eve atmosphere'.
Stranded in a neutral country, Mondrian was comparatively unaffected by the war. He was writing as much as or more than he was drawing and painting: a 'book', or series of articles, on the theory of pure art he had been developing since Paris; endless letters back and forth with a younger Dutch artist, Theo van Doesburg, who venerated his work and saw him as a kind of spiritual leader of the new abstraction. Mondrian wrote for two reasons. He wanted to explain the meaning behind a painting style that he knew had become so abstract as to be taken for decorative; and he wanted to create the 'consciousness' among the art-viewing public that would allow it to be understood. In the first issue of De Stijl, the journal that van Doesburg founded in 1917 to provide a platform for new abstract work, the editorial noted that 'authentically modern artists' were required not only to 'produce the plastically pure work of art' (that is, art purged of any reference to objects in nature), but also to undertake the harder task of making 'the public capable of experiencing this pure art'.
Reading  Mondrian's first articles, published as 'The New Plastic in Painting' in monthly instalments in De Stijl, is hard going. As a stylist he was both emphatic and unclear. He was given to strange uses of terminology and italics: 'The abstract plastic of relationship expresses this basic relationship determinately - by the duality of position, the perpendicular,' for instance, translates roughly as 'abstract art uses perpendicular lines to convey opposition.' As here, he is often saying something very practical about artistic means, form and colour. He wrote about form in this way because he believed it to be of fundamental importance: it was the tool artists had to manifest the profounder sense of reality they grasped. Formal matters mattered. Corresponding back and forth with van Doesburg and other enlightened painters such as their friend Bart van der Leck, he grappled with what to him were questions of life and death:
Could other colours besides the primary ones be used? Must the line be made explicit ... ? Were directions other than horizontal and vertical permissible for the position of the various elements? Should the image be concentrated within the surface of the picture, or was it better to suggest that it extended beyond the outer edges? Were the shape and placement of lines and areas of colour a question of intuition, or should they be governed by mathematical principles?

And so on. In dialogue with other artists who painted like him, Mondrian's work underwent a series of rapid changes. In 1917, following van der Leck, he tried widening his linear forms into blockier rectangles, then rendering them in colour against a uniform white background. Then, perhaps because their language had become too similar, he changed tack and began modulating the white with grey tones and experimenting with grid-like networks of grey lines. Within the lines, colour and non-colour areas alike became captured planes, eradicating the old distinction between figure and background. In 1918, he discovered that he could tilt square canvases 45 degrees so that they became diamonds, balanced finely on their points. His progress was uncertain. 'I have completely reworked the big black and white, which I now regret because I should have left it as it was and made a new thing,' he wrote to Bremmer in 1917, explaining his decision to paint over a finished work and begin it again from scratch. (In letters, he always called his compositions dingen, 'things', as if they had a semi-automatic quality.) 'But in searching one does not know in advance how.'
In 1919, Mondrian returned to Paris. He told van Doesburg that the art scene was disappointing: the Cubists had gone backwards, their recent work so traditional it could be 'hung directly in the Louvre'. Even Picasso had returned to figuration, 'to demonstrate his versatility', he wrote snippily. It made him determined not to follow. In his new studio on the rue de Coulmiers, which he made into a sort of three-dimensional artwork by hanging brightly painted cardboard rectangles on the walls, he began to produce the pictures for which he would become known. Their planes of primary colour are saturated; the non-colour planes, in shades of white and grey, are tonally various, switching up and flickering as you look at them. The lines running in between are thick and emphatic, a shiny black, like grooves in a record. In Composition with Large Red Plane, Yellow, Black, Grey and Blue (1921), small rectangles wheel around the dominant red plane on the upper left. Framed on two sides by lines that don't quite touch the edges, it appears to drift upwards and outwards.
Irregularity is what makes this happen. Mondrian associated regularity of form - symmetry, repetition, correspondence - with the shapes visible in nature: repetition, he said, was 'nature's rhythm'. To get at what he called 'reality as it intrinsically is' (meaning what wasn't visible to the eye, the 'universal'), he believed that artists had to resist regularity in their work. In the 1921 Composition, the interactions that happen between the painted elements are unpredictable. Looking for patterns is frustrating. Dimensions that appear to be the same turn out not to be; lines that are cut short at one edge disappear off the top of the canvas at the other. Elements that seem to resolve themselves into shape are opposed or undercut by others. Everything is in some way perturbed. The result, as you look, is an unfamiliar kind of rhythmic interaction: reciprocal, fluid, involving all elements acting on one another at once. This in a sense is what the composition is about. It's not that it begins with 'real' forms drawn from nature - a tree, a lighthouse, a woman - and encodes them as abstract lines and colours, such that you can read them back into it. Rather, it is its own system of relationships, horizontal acting on vertical and vertical acting on horizontal, enacting in miniature the grand 'cosmic rhythm' that Mondrian sought to represent.
Painting this way required intensity of thought and much trial and error. What would happen if this line or that moved a centimetre or two up or down? There were many times when he thought he would have to give it all up. In the years after the war, fewer people were buying art in general, let alone art that refused to compromise. A show organised by the gallerist Leonce Rosenberg in 1921 yielded no sales; Mondrian had to take nine paintings back. 'I think it's the influence of this damned stupid society. It is simply not possible to exist as an artist,' he told van Doesburg. (It was some consolation that the renegade Cubists and naturalists weren't selling either.) The harder things got, the more his sense of spiritual mission intensified. 'His loathing for the opponents of pure abstraction began to consume him,' Weber writes. Not even the Theosophists could be trusted to get it. 'The dumbos won't listen,' he wrote to van Doesburg. 'I sent [Rudolf] Steiner my brochure with a letter, which may not have reached him personally, in any case there was no reply! I have been busy for a long time writing an article against all that, and hope to do some serious fulminating one of these days.'
It wasn't that he needed much: Mondrian lived alone, survived largely on lentils and coffee, built his own furniture out of fruit crates and avoided romantic relationships on the grounds that they obstructed his work and led to obligations. All the same, he struggled to keep going. Once, he contemplated getting a part-time job in a cinema; then he applied to be a bank clerk and was told he was overqualified. Several times during the 1920s he had to return to painting naturalistic flower pieces for old Dutch clients, 'as if I were an artisan'. ('They think I could learn to paint "normally" if I tried,' he told a journalist.) He often claimed to be on the verge of throwing in the towel and disappearing to the South of France to plant vegetables or pick olives. His health, never robust, suffered during the winters when he couldn't afford to heat his studio.
If he had been less sociable, he might not have managed. Friends bought his work or made down payments of what they could afford. In 1922, on his fiftieth birthday, a 'committee' banded together to buy a picture so that he could pay that year's rent in advance. A group of artists including Walter Gropius, Hans Arp and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy organised a charitable raffle. One of the myths about Mondrian is that he was a recluse, uninterested in any scene. In fact, though he squirrelled himself away during working hours (there was no casual showing up at his studio), in the evenings it was a different story. His favourite thing to do, from his days in Amsterdam onwards, was to go out dancing. He was a regular at the glitzy Hotel Hamdorff in Laren, where he danced waltzes and tangos 'very slowly', keeping his body almost totally rigid. In Paris, he discovered jazz and the Charleston and took women friends to the Jungle Bar and Le Petit Teddy. (In 1926, there was a rumour that the Dutch were planning to ban the Charleston on moral grounds; if true, Mondrian warned the readers of De Telegraaf, it would be a reason for him 'never to return'.) In 1939, living in North London, he would stroll down to Camden Town to dance at the Camden Palace or the Bedford. The year before his seventieth birthday, he marked his 'emergence from a long bout of rheumatism' with a wild night out at Cafe Society in New York.
One of his great beliefs was that a freer, more spiritual culture was on the horizon for everyone. Painting was the future today; why not dance or music or fashion tomorrow? Jazz bars, he wrote in an essay in 1927, already embodied the 'new culture': they were open, uninhibited, a haven 'for those who would be free of form' in all senses. They were humanity's new cathedrals. (Pieter Mondriaan senior would have been horrified.) Music was the future so long as it dispensed with the bourgeois encumbrance of melody. The only time Mondrian crossed to the Rive Droite to go the theatre in twenty years of living in Paris, according to Weber, was to hear a performance of the Futurist Luigi Russolo's unforgiving noise-music: 'Screeching, creaking, rustling, buzzing, crackling, scraping'. The city itself, fast-moving, unpredictable, anonymous, was a crucible of futurity. A piece Mondrian wrote describing the sounds of Paris in 1920 (reportedly, it gave the editor of De Nieuwe Amsterdammer 'bad dreams') reads like Joyce, if Joyce had been mashed into one of Russolo's noise machines: 'Ru-h ru-h-h-h-h-h. Poeoeoe. Tik-tik-tik-tik. Pre. R-r-r-r-r-uh-h. Huh! Pang. Su-su-su-su-ur. Boe-a-ah. R-r-r-r. Foeh.'
Paris was less interested in him. In two decades, Mondrian had only one solo show there, at L'Esthetique in Montparnasse, an avant-garde bookshop whose owner hung sixteen of his canvases on panels above the shelves. Recognition came from elsewhere: first Germany, where he exhibited in Dresden and Hanover; then, via a series of influential curators and buyers, the US. In 1926, the first of his canvases to leave Europe appeared in Katherine Dreier's International Exhibition of Modern Art at the Brooklyn Museum. (Dreier included 'all the important artists in Paris at that time' but missed out van Doesburg; Mondrian, who had fallen out with his old comrade, was thrilled.) In 1935, the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford bought Composition No. IV White and Blue (1934-35), featuring thin double lines that were like the old heavy ones split in two. The following year, Cubism and Abstract Art opened at MoMA with nine of Mondrian's paintings. A Chrysler heir bought his monumental Composition Blanc et Bleu (1936), which was dramatically plain, oblong-shaped and more than a metre tall, structured by two full-length verticals like iron rods.
When he sold a picture and was 'in funds', the painter Winifred Nicholson recalled, they would sit together in his studio and drink a 'tisane made of cherry stones and stalks'. (Nothing too crazy: Mondrian's idea of a cocktail was V8 vegetable juice, served at room temperature.) Both the sums of money involved and the risks that buyers felt they were taking seem extraordinary now. In 1936, the art historian Nicolete Gray organised an exhibition of international modernism, Abstract and Concrete, at the Oxford Arts Club. She persuaded a collector, Helen Sutherland, to buy one of Mondrian's canvases for PS76; Sutherland complained that it was 'a great deal' of money. Perhaps this was true, given that the moving company Gray had hired to deliver Mondrian's three works from Paris put a total value on them of PS80.
In September  1938, Mondrian left Paris with Nicholson, having packed up his minimal possessions. He was alarmed by the international situation and feared finding himself in a warzone and being unable to get out. He went first to London, where Nicholson's estranged husband, Ben Nicholson, found him a room in a house opposite the studios he shared with Barbara Hepworth. (Mondrian wrote blithely to Winifred about life with 'Ben and Barbara': having cut out complicated romantic relationships himself, he had forgotten that other people still had them.) The way he lived in London belied the theory of separateness in human life that he had been incubating since the 1920s. 'Mutual separation is necessary for man's evolution, in life as in art,' he had argued in an essay of 1931. 'We all have a tendency to lean on one another ... But man is born alone and dies alone.' The sculptor Naum Gabo remembered him arriving in London looking very thin, managing 'mostly on currants and vegetable stew'. Gabo found him a cot bed, a pair of warm pyjamas and a woollen dressing gown; Miriam Gabo was permitted to cook for him because she agreed to observe the bizarre provisions of the Hay Diet, an experimental programme Mondrian had stuck to since his rheumatism had worsened in 1935. When the bombs began falling in 1940, Hepworth encouraged him to use the air raid shelter in their back garden. Mondrian, in his turn, could be protective, fond, inconsistent - all the things his theories of art and life said he ought not to be. For Nicholson, who wanted to buy his Composition 1932 - Yellow Rectangle (c.1934), he deliberately kept the price low: 1500 francs, he told her, was 'an enormous amount for an artist bringing up three children'.
London was a stopping point on the way to New York, which he had long thought of as his ultimate destination. He arrived in October 1940, frail and exhausted, his house having been bombed ('I was in bed but had only dust in an eye. Lucky!'). His passage over had been arranged by Harry Holtzman, a wealthy young devotee of his work; Holtzman also found him an apartment in Midtown and took him shopping at Bloomingdale's for furniture. The futuristic city - steel, glass, electricity - suited him. He had written in London of his fear of the 'tyrannic influence' of the past, how it went on living in you after you thought you had left it behind. 'The worst is that there is always something of the past within us. We have memories, dreams - we hear the old carillons; enter the old museums and churches; we see old buildings everywhere.' Now, the past seemed to have less power. The trick, he told the painter Carl Holty, was 'to refuse to extend it through remembrance'. On his first night in New York, Holtzman played him boogie-woogie: syncopated, improvisatory, unsentimental. Mondrian clapped his hands and cried: 'Enormous! Enormous!'
[image: ]'Victory Boogie Woogie' (1942-44)




The future entered his paintings as colour. In 1941, he discovered that he could use brightly coloured electrical tape to plot and replot the placement of his lines. Before, each line alteration had been a slow process of overpainting, drying and repainting; now he could find new rhythmic interactions effortlessly. He began experimenting with colour in his painted lines, laying out long strips to test the way his three primary shades weaved over and under one another. Black, he felt, was solemn, 'classical', 'tragic': 'with black only, I never could get out of what I not wanted but painted,' he explained to Holtzman in his uncertain written English. In the unfinished New York City I (1941), you can see the black in the process of being excluded, peeking out beneath the glued layers of red, yellow and blue. Soon, other barriers fell away. In Broadway Boogie Woogie (1942-43), colour creeps inside colour, small blocks lodging off-centre in larger contrasting ones - grey in yellow, yellow in red.
The distinction between line and plane, for so long the tension at the heart of his work, disappeared. Victory Boogie Woogie (1942-44), which he worked on up until his death, is a diamond-shaped canvas threaded upwards and downwards by small painted squares strung together like beads. On one side, there is a form composed of many smaller squares and rectangles, like a chequerboard; at the extremities, there are wicked little coloured triangles, formed by the diagonal sides of the diamond. (Once upon a time, Mondrian had been against even rhombuses: triangles would have been unspeakable.) In places, the tape, formerly an aid to composition, has become part of the work. Little snipped-up pieces run along the lines, sometimes thickly layered on top of one another, so that the canvas seems to bulge and extrude. In the white sections, you can see up close that the brushstrokes are heavy, lateral, undulating. They look like the waves of the sea.
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Hero of Our People
Adam Thirlwell

4450 wordsMario  de Andrade said that he wrote the first draft of Macunaima in six days. It was December 1926 and he was staying at his uncle's place outside Sao Paulo, lying in a hammock, smoking cigarettes and listening to the cicadas. The novel tells the story of the Pemon trickster Macunaima, whom Andrade had read about in Theodor Koch-Grunberg's five-volume anthropological study, Vom Roraima zum Orinoco, despite his limited German. Even more limited was Andrade's contact with Indigenous people themselves. But Andrade was growing uncomfortable with this. He was elegant, cultivated; he lived in Sao Paulo, where he wrote essays on Brazilian music and art. In 1922 he had participated in the Semana de Arte Moderna, which offered far-out poetry and art to the Sao Paulo bourgeoisie gathered in a plush theatre. That same year he formed the Grupo dos Cinco with the painters Anita Malfatti and Tarsila do Amaral and the writers Oswald de Andrade (no relation) and Paulo Menotti del Picchia, and acquired the pleasant notoriety of the avant-garde. But Andrade's idea of writing was becoming more and more uncertain. Like his great predecessor Machado de Assis, he was delicately mestico, but he was also bourgeois like his friends - the inheritors of plantation wealth. He felt something was missing. It was his country. Brazil was vast, and he knew only a minuscule part.
If you were a writer or artist in Sao Paulo a century ago, it might seem that you were on a periphery, in a country that was only just becoming a country. For a while, the avant-garde's strategy was to copy what the avant-garde was up to in Europe. Tarsila studied painting in Paris and returned with dutifully precise Cubist canvases. Andrade tried out Surrealist poetry and wrote an ironic novel with the painfully abstract title Amar, Verbo Intransitivo. It was quickly apparent that these methods would not work or were not appropriate - they felt cramped and insincere. Instead, the avant-garde looked not outside the country but inside it - not to the ocean, but the forest. To modernise art, the logic ran, they needed to include Brazil's Indigenous and Black communities.
It was Tarsila who moved fastest. In 1923, back in Paris, she painted A Negra ('The Black Woman'), her first picture in a new method that used flat colour and long biomorphic lines. One way of looking at the painting is to see it as an exciting moment, when a new subject for representation overwhelms a European avant-garde technique. Another way of looking at its cartoonish emphasis on the woman's lips and single breast and giant limbs is to see it as racist. For Andrade it was just a primitivist portrait of an urucaca, an ugly woman. He had other ideas: 'Abandon Paris!' he wrote to Tarsila. 'Come to the virgin forest, where there is no art negre, where there are no gentle streams either. There is virgin forest. I have created virgin-forestism. I am a virgin-forester. That is what the world, art, Brazil and my dearest Tarsila need.'
Of course there was no such thing as virgin forest. The Amazon had been cultivated and inhabited by Indigenous communities for centuries. The idea was as artificial as art negre. And yet Andrade and his friends desired a confrontation with alterity, and that wish for identity dispersal remains seductive. In April 1924 Andrade, Tarsila, Oswald de Andrade, the historian Paulo Prado and the French poet Blaise Cendrars - accompanied and funded by their patron Olivia Guedes Penteado - went on a three-week trip through the colonial towns and landscapes of Minas Gerais, the large inland state to the north of Sao Paulo.
When they returned, Tarsila's pictures began to feature creatures from Indigenous folklore such as the saci, a black figure with a row of teeth and two-fingered arms, who stands on a single tapered leg with three toes. And Andrade in 1926 wrote the first sentence of Macunaima: 'In the depths of the virgin forest was born Macunaima, hero of our people.' In a preface Andrade wrote just after completing the first draft, he explained that 'what got me interested in Macunaima was undoubtedly my constant preoccupation with delving into and learning as much as I can about the national entity of the Brazilian people. Well, after an arduous struggle, I have confirmed one thing that seems certain: the Brazilian has no character.' The novel was about Brazil, it was an allegory, and its methods were a double contamination: a mestico plural language and a mestico blurring of place. 'One of my aims was to disrespect geography and geographical flora and fauna in the manner of legends. In this way, I deregionalised creation as much as possible, while also achieving the merit of literarily conceiving Brazil as a homogenous entity - an ethnic national and geographical conception.'
This was partly true, and partly a way of defining his oddly artificial project, since Andrade had never been to the Amazon. A few months later, in May 1927, he got his opportunity, when he joined Penteado on a three-month steamboat cruise. He imagined it would be a repeat of the 1924 trip to Minas Gerais, a raucous modernist party. Instead, it was just him, Penteado, her niece and one of her niece's friends. Disappointment and irony became the journey's motifs. He wrote a diary of the trip, which he picked up again in 1943 (he planned on revising and publishing it, but died of a heart attack in 1945, at the age of 51). 'The whole thing wafts of modernism and has aged a good bit,' he wrote regretfully. By then, Andrade had become a professional ethnologist. From 1935 to 1938 he was the director of Sao Paulo's Departamento de Cultura, and he founded the Sociedade de Etnografia e Folclore, which funded much of Dina Dreyfus and Claude Levi-Strauss's early research. The self he had inhabited in 1927 embarrassed him, but the diary is both charming and exacting precisely because it is a record of his inhibitions and reticence, his lack of the multitudinous capacity he desired:
Departure from Sao Paulo. I bought an enormous bamboo cane for the trip, what a silly thing to do! It must've been some vague fear of Indians ... I know full well there's nothing adventurous or dangerous about the trip we're about to take, but in addition to our logical faculties, each of us possesses a poetic mind as well. Half-remembered readings spurred me on more than the truth - savage tribes, alligators, bullet ants.

The savage tribes, alligators and bullet ants aren't just from half-remembered readings: they also feature in Macunaima, which he was revising on the trip. He gave the diaries the title The Apprentice Tourist, but he was a very natural tourist. What he was really trying to learn was how to be an inhabitant. On 23 May: 'Bought a hammock, a Braque in its colour combination.' Later, this sentence troubled him: '"A Braque!" I exclaimed, and I bought the hammock. In fact, I've been travelling mainly around myself, selfishly applying my experiences instead of enriching myself with new ones.' He liked the way the landscape 'wrecks the neat grey European I still have in me', but even in the Amazon he felt that Brazil, like him, was still too European, 'without a culture and a civilisation of our own'. (His own appearance seems to have been a source of confusion: 'In Tefe the Portuguese man from the shop swore I was Portuguese born and bred, in Tonantins I passed for Italian, and now, here in Sao Paulo de Olivenca, Brother Fidelis asks me hesitantly if I'm English or German!') The only anthropology Andrade felt capable of producing was comic: 'I believe that based on the Indians I've come across, whose morality is different from our own, I could write a humorous monograph, a satire of scientific and social expeditions and ethnographies. It would be the tribe of the Do-Mi-So Indians.'
Then he returned to Sao Paulo, finished his novel and published it in 1928 - to the usual modernist mixture of bewilderment, indifference, disbelief and glory.
One effect  of modernism was to make plot description only intermittently useful, since a summary of events is irrelevant to the experience of reading, which lies in the texture of the sentences. This is partly true of Macunaima, but much of Andrade's energy went into the fantastical careering plot. The book begins with the birth in the Amazon rainforest of Macunaima, a member of the fictional Tapanhumas tribe. He has two older brothers, Maanape and Jigue. He sleeps with his brother Jigue's wife, and will continue to sleep with as many women as possible. Famine strikes the village, then the fields are flooded because 'the cunauaru toad called Maraguigana, Father of the Dolphin, was angered' after Maanape in desperation kills a river dolphin to eat. Macunaima accidentally kills his mother, whom an Anhanga spirit had disguised as a doe, and so in grief the three brothers set off into the forest. There they meet Ci, mother of the forest. She and Macunaima fall in love and he becomes emperor of the forest. They have a son, but he soon dies; in her grief Ci ascends to the sky and becomes Beta Centauri. The only memento Macunaima has of her is a muiraquita, an Indigenous protective amulet. But he loses it in a battle with a water snake and thinks it has gone for ever, until a bird tells him that it ended up with a trader called Venceslau Pietro Pietra, who is in fact a giant demon, 'Piaima the Giant, eater of men', and lives in Sao Paulo.
The brothers make their way out of the forest and head to Sao Paulo. There are scenes of trickery and violence, slapstick sex, two moments when Macunaima is pronounced dead, long meandering stories and high-speed chases, until finally Piaima is killed:
The giant fell into the boiling pasta and such a powerful stench of cooked leather wafted into the air that every last sparrow in the city dropped dead and the hero keeled over. Piaima put up a good fight and was now hanging on by a thread. With a gargantuan effort he lifted himself from the bottom of the vat. He swatted away the noodles streaming down his face, rolled his eyes upward, licked his bristling moustache:
'IT NEEDS CHEESE!' he shouted ...
And breathed his last.

Macunaima returns to the forest in triumph to claim his empire. There his libido continues to upend him and various things try to eat him. At one point it seems that he will die by being tricked into eating his brother's leprous shadow, yet he survives. By now, everyone around him is dead. Even the parrots have disappeared, except for one 'chatterbox aruai'. Macunaima 'spent his days wallowing in tedium and amused himself by making the bird repeat in his tribe's language all the hero's adventures starting from childhood'. (This detail sounds fantastical but comes from Alexander von Humboldt's Views of Nature, in which he describes meeting a parrot which spoke in the extinct language of the Atures people.) A final fight with Vei, the sun, leaves Macunaima dismembered, 'missing his big toes and his Bahian-coconuts, missing his ears his nose all his treasures'. He tries to put himself back together:
Macunaima went searching searching. He found his two earrings found his toes found his ears his nuqiiris his nose, all those treasures, and stuck them all back in their places with sape grass and fish glue. But neither his leg nor the muiraquita turned up, nossir. They'd been swallowed by the Ururau Gator Monster that can't be killed by any club or timbo.

It is all too much for him. And so, like many of the characters in this novel, he becomes a constellation. With his single leg he climbs up into the sky and is transformed into Ursa Major.
In an epilogue, we learn that the Tapanhumas tribe has been wiped out: 'Nevermore would anybody know all those wonderful stories or the language of the long-gone tribe. An immense silence slumbered along the riverbanks of the Uraricoera.' But then one day 'a man went there' and was addressed by the parrot to whom Macunaima had taught the dialect of his tribe. 'It was that lone parrot who preserved in the silence all the sayings and feats of the hero':
He recounted it all to the man then took wing for Lisbon. And that man is me, folks, and I've stayed behind to tell you this tale. That's why I came here. I crouched down on these leaves, picked my ticks, started strumming my guitar and in this ragged tune and impure speech, I've sung these cares to the world, telling all the sayings and doings of Macunaima, hero of our people.
And that's all.

In  1928, the year Macunaima came out, Oswald de Andrade published his Manifesto Antropofago and founded the Revista de Antropofagia. The magazine promoted his new theory of the cannibalistic, inspired by an incident in the 16th century when the Caete people ate Pero Fernandes Sardinha, the first bishop sent to Brazil. Instead of being influenced by Europe, Oswald de Andrade thought that the art of Brazil should be equal to its multiple identity and absorb European, Afro-Brazilian and Indigenous forms: 'The only thing that interests me is what isn't mine. Law of mankind. Law of anthropophagy.' The 'absorption of the sacred enemy' extended to a notorious joke in the manifesto, which chewed up the most famous line in European literature: 'Tupi or not tupi, that is the question.' (The Tupi were an Indigenous people, with an estimated population of around one million when the Portuguese arrived.) The main problem with this ideal of primitive violence, however, wasn't that it was condescending, but that it was itself borrowed from Paris. In 1920 Francis Picabia set up a Dada magazine called Cannibale, with its own aphorisms of plurality: 'Je suis de plusieurs nationalites et Dada est comme moi.'
For Andrade and his novel, it's as if the Indigenous is the site of the authentically surreal: it possesses what Europe wants. To put it differently: he wanted two things to overlap in a form of pure resistance - his own bourgeois ressentiment at the perceived snobbery of Europeans towards his work, and an Indigenous refusal of colonisation.
Macunaima can easily be read as a cannibal text. Everyone wants to eat Macunaima, and they almost succeed:
The hero who'd been diced into twenty times thirty bits of crackling was bubbling in the boiling polenta. Maanape picked out the bits and bones and laid em on the concrete to air out. After they'd cooled, Cambgique the sarara ant poured the blood he'd slurped over em. Then Maanape wrapped all the bloody morsels in banana leaves, threw the bundle in a saddlebag and doubled back to the boarding house.

Within the sentences themselves, Andrade's strategy is to absorb an enormous variety of languages and registers. Flora and fauna are given their Indigenous names: 'In the branches of the ingas the aningas the mamoranas the embaubas the catauaris growing along the riverbank the capuchin monkey the squirrel monkey the guariba howler the bugio howler the spider monkey the woolly monkey the bearded saki the tufted cairara, all the forty monkeys of Brazil, all of em, gaped drooling with envy.'
Andrade described his novel as a 'rhapsody'. It was a kind of improvisation, he wanted readers to think, as though created by one of the travelling singers in the far north-east of the country in a tone of 'light-hearted amenability'. In this mode borrowed from Indigenous storytelling, anything can happen, including resurrection: 'Maanape was a sorcerer. Straight away he asked to borrow two Bahian-coconuts from the landlady, tied em in a double constrictor knot to where the crushed toaliquicus had been and puffed smoke from a pipe over the deceased hero. Macunaima started sitting up weak as can be.'
It cannibalises language, it cannibalises Indigenous stories and most of all this novel eats up mementos of a national history. In his wayward journeys across Brazil Macunaima encounters little reminders of invasion and resistance. He 'leaves his conscience on the Isle of Marapata', just as the rubber hunters in the Amazon were said to do. At another point 'he leaped from the raft in a flash, went off to salute the statue of Saint Anthony, who was captain of the regiment, then started coming on to girls all over town.' (The statue of Saint Anthony of Padua, credited with saving Rio de Janeiro from French invasion in 1710, was given a salary and made infantry captain.) During his battle with Piaima, Macunaima decides to use macumba, the magical African religion that arrived in Brazil with the enslaved Black population. This episode, Andrade wrote in an unpublished note, was emblematic of his method:
All it takes is seeing how deliberately the Rio de Janeiro Macumba ceremony has been deregionalised, combined with elements from Candomble in Bahia and Pajelanca in Para. I constructed that chapter with elements from published studies, elements that I gathered from an oga in Rio, 'a pockmarked fado musician by profession', and from an expert on Pajelancas, to which I further added elements of pure fantasy.

After finishing the novel, Andrade began another preface he would never publish. A year earlier he had written that his interest in Macunaima stemmed from wanting to understand 'the Brazilian', but he now backtracked: 'I don't want you to imagine that I set out to make this book into an expression of Brazilian national culture. God forbid. It's only now, after having made it, that I seem to find in it a symptom of our culture.' After all, 'you can't even say [Macunaima's] from Brazil,' since Pemon territory spans the colonial borders of Brazil, Venezuela and Guiana. In Pemon myth Macunaima is a cosmic force who caused the Flood. Andrade's version is much less grand, more comical. If Macunaima embodied the Brazilian character, Andrade thought, this was because he had no fixed character at all, 'in the double sense of an individual with no moral character and with no set characteristics'. Like Andrade, he grandly refuses the idea of Europe: 'I'm an American and America's where I belong. European civilisation most indubitably mucks up the integrity of our character.' But the only piece of writing Macunaima produces is written in a hopelessly dated form of literary Portuguese.
It's no wonder that Macunaima wasn't entirely welcomed by Andrade's circle. An attack under the title 'Miss Macunaima' appeared in the Revista de Antropofagia in 1929, as if the novel's waywardness not just with language or culture but also with gender was too disturbing. In one episode, Macunaima dresses up as a 'French lady':
So then Macunaima borrowed from the boarding house madam some pairs of froufrou things, a rouge machine, a silk-stockings machine, a slip machine scented with sacaca bark, a girdle machine fragrant with lemongrass, a decollete machine spritzed with patchouli, lacy fingerless glove machines, all them froufrou things, then he dangled two pointy banana flowers from his chest and got dressed up like that.

Andrade himself operated outside the conventions of machismo. His sexual identity, like his racial one, was complicated. He wanted to know where he was situated, and couldn't find a way of describing it. Early readers too struggled to situate the novel, some of them accusing him simply of plagiarising Koch-Grunberg.
The novel often seems joyful, but it ends in emptiness and failure - and maybe it did for Andrade too. His utopian ambition was an encounter with the other that would also situate himself within a place and a culture, but it seems he concluded that a novel could not do this. To be truly modern would mean no longer being a modernist. Macunaima was his last published work of literature. Instead he devoted himself to ethnology: the true form, he thought, for figuring multiplicity.
The  theory of translation has had its own avant-garde cycles. An ideal of full naturalisation, where the guest is converted into the host, has been replaced by an ideal of the foreign, where the host allows itself to be altered by the guest. Macunaima was first translated in the 1980s by E.A. Goodland, a retired British engineer living in north-east Brazil. His version followed the old-fashioned logic of full naturalisation. Almost all of Andrade's deliberately Indigenous vocabulary, those little spikes of obscurity or even incomprehensibility for readers in Sao Paulo, were flattened out into ordinary sentences, while the syntax never deviated from the conventional. Goodland's translation was dedicated more to some notion of the readable than to any recreation of Andrade's effects. Katrina Dodson's new translation instead attempts to be as high-strung and versatile as the original. She has made two major stylistic decisions: to reproduce Andrade's estrangements of vocabulary, and to narrate the novel in a version of down-home American speech, as a way of signalling his disruption of literary Portuguese. She also adds about fifty pages of endnotes, untangling many of the cultural and historical allusions, and a selective glossary.
Reading this translation of a novel that was itself a major effort of translation becomes a way of thinking about the foreign. It's a novel that asks how it might be possible to talk about a people, and whether a people might fail to recognise itself, precisely because many of its members can't see one another as people. Macunaima's antic linguistic display might not be thought to amount to a true form of racial representation. There are throwaway racist moments, like the guajiru fruit 'that smells like a black woman's armpit'. More centrally, there is an episode where Macunaima and his brothers wash themselves in a pool formed by a 'humungous footprint of Sume [Sao Tome], from way back when he went around preaching the gospel of Jesus to the Brazilian Indians'. Macunaima comes out 'white, blond with the bluest eyes, the water had washed away all his blackness'. Jigue sees this and throws himself in too, but the water is now so dirty from Macunaima's 'darkness' that he only turns 'the colour of new bronze'. By the time Maanape gets in there is so little water left that he only manages 'to wet just his soles and palms. That's why he remained a black son of the Tapanhumas tribe through and through.' The story is a retelling, Dodson notes, of 'an Afro-Brazilian folktale ... about God's transformation of three Black brothers into the "three races of Brazil"'. But in making Macunaima white, and asserting a myth of brotherhood over the actual historical facts of invasion and enslavement, the novel begins to align with the Brazilian nationalist ideal of 'racial democracy'.
As for Andrade's sentences, the danger, in both the original and for the translation, is that the foreign becomes the exotic. This novel loves lists, and in them the helter-skelter of incomprehensibility is contained by context. So, Macunaima, fishing:
However he couldn't catch a thing, not with arrows or poisonous plants, not timbo not jotica not cunambi not tingui, not in macera or pari traps, not with line or harpoon or juquiai or sararaca or bobber or sinker or cacua or itapua or jiqui or trotline or jerere, gue, trammel trawl weir lure snagger snood fyke gillnet scoopnet dropshot fishpot hook-n-rod, all them implements traps and poisons, seeing as he didn't have a single one.

This is delightful in its stretching out of the usual limits. But when the Currupira, a figure from Tupi-Guarani mythology, tells the young Macunaima 'you go this-a-way, child-man, go that-a-way, cut in front of that tree, hang a left, turn around and head right back under my uaiariquinizes,' why does he say uaiariquinizes and not testicles? According to Dodson, the word is from 'the language of the Nambikwara people from the Amazon and central-western Brazil'. Andrade's use of it feels less like an assertion of multiplicity than a personal phonemic pleasure.
Andrade wanted a space for whatever the true Brazil might be, and he imagined it as a style. This style would be able to move between languages and registers, sentence by sentence, as in this sequence: 'He gestured fiercely at the Sun, shouting: "Eropita boiamorebo!" All at once the sky went dark and a reddening cloud rose up from the horizon, dusking over the calm of day. The reddening came closer and it was that flock of scarlet macaws and jandaya parakeets, all them chatterboxes.'
'When I started to write wrong Portuguese,' Andrade wrote, 'didn't I immediately announce that I was making a Brazilian grammar, with which announcement I simply intended to show that I was not improvising, but doing something thought out and systematic?' Making a style from a systematic wrongness is the pure modernist project, and Dodson's translation is itself admirably modernist in its effort to achieve this, but I began to experience her notes, so rich and absorbing, as a sign of an anxiety. This was partly an anxiety about the kind of knowledge Andrade might have expected the novel's original audience to possess, but it was really an anxiety about style. Macunaima isn't written from a place of fluency, but with many dictionaries and works of anthropology. And so its style is always in danger of being revealed as pastiche.
Macunaima has become a myth. It says something complicated about Brazil, but also about what modernism meant. And eventually it made me admire Andrade's decision to look back on his modernist youth with detachment. Isn't it time, a hundred years later, to see modernism as old-fashioned? Even if it's difficult to leave its forcefield - the idea that style will do magical work, that the manipulation of sentences will save you. It seems so grand! But it may be that founding a style is not a useful way of solving the problem of identity. Founding a people may be no solution either.
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At the Royal Academy
Victor Hugo's Drawings
Julian Barnes

976 wordsVictor Hugo  was excessive, in life as in literature. Cocteau said that 'Victor Hugo was a madman who thought he was Victor Hugo.' The critic and gardener Alphonse Karr wondered: 'What was the point of going to all the trouble of becoming Victor Hugo?' His English biographer, Graham Robb, wrote that Hugo's life was 'an inspiring lesson in the art of surviving one's own personality'. Hugo even entered the Guinness Book of Records for having written (in Les Miserables) the longest sentence in literature before Proust came along. When Hugo indulged in table-turning, only the greatest emerged from the shadows: Dante, Napoleon, Socrates and Mozart; Hannibal spoke to him in Latin, while Shakespeare dictated a whole comedy, usefully in French. His vanity was often preposterous. In 1873 the 71-year-old genius was busy seducing his new maid, Blanche; when she touched his penis, he explained to her: 'It's a lyre ... and only poets know how to play them.'
It's estimated that Hugo made 4000 drawings, of which about 3000 survive; 77 are shown in Astonishing Things: The Drawings of Victor Hugo (until 29 June). This is one of the brownest exhibitions I've ever seen: brown ink, brown wash, brown pencil, occasionally lightened by black. Even when Hugo's own work is interrupted by the dozen albumen prints of Hauteville House (his place of exile on Guernsey), the colour remains entirely consonant with the rest of the show. Which means that when, occasionally, Hugo decides to add a patch of colour, it blazes out with twice its normal effect. Meeting Room of the Municipal Council of Thionville, after the Entry of the Prussians shows the interior of a wrecked building. Through the blown-out windows can be seen a sky which is not the usual brown but actually light blue. Somehow this registers not so much as authentic but as shockingly original. The wall labels announce the conventional media - charcoal, graphite, ink, gouache, crayon and gum - which Hugo used. But there were also some more unconventional ones, what Robb calls 'a whole pantry of other substances: blackberry juice, caramelised onion, burned paper, soot from the lamp and toothpaste ... coffee grounds ... food stains and smut'. (The 'smut' serves to cover rumours that Hugo also made artistic use of certain bodily leakages.)
[image: ] 'Meeting Room of the Municipal Council of Thionville, after the Entry of the Prussians' (1871)




Henry James thought the weakness of Roman civilisation was that it was only good at doing large things; he judged the Pont du Gard stupid, adding: 'The Roman rigidity was apt to overshoot the mark, and I suppose a race which could do nothing small is as defective as a race that can do nothing great.' One of the joys of this show is that Hugo, author of vast fictions and prolonged poems, was also very good at doing small, even very small, things. He can concentrate a whole abandoned park into a space four and a half by three and a half centimetres. Lace and Spectres (c.1855-56) is almost as tiny, but its two Japanese-style death's heads (or perhaps the same head shown in full face and profile) roar out at you like the biggest fiends from Hell. The show engulfs you in Hugo, and very rarely reminds you of other artists. Ink-blackened Page with Half-moon and Fingerprints, a view upwards from the interior of a well with human heads (made up of the artist's fingerprints) peering down, echoes Goya. But the only time I felt the strong presence of another artist, it was not imitative but proleptic. Planet-Eye (c.1854), a vast eyeball floating in cosmic clouds, sharply anticipates Odilon Redon's Oeil-Ballon by 25 years. Redon's noirs were to inhabit a parallel psychic zone, full of eyes floating in monochrome skies, grinning spiders and crackly skeletons.
These drawings are the negative image of Hugo's vastly populated fiction. Here human life is barely in evidence. We are presented instead with landscapes which are not topographical, seascapes where there are no calm waters, with ruined buildings, castles both fantastical and destroyed, plus menacing cliffs, towering clouds, bleak fortresses, dead cities and blasted heaths. So, as with those sparse irruptions of colour, when we come across a drawing called The Cheerful Castle it feels like a blasphemy against normality. And it is a relief to get back to The Shade of the Manchineel Tree, that infamous West Indian growth whose sap and fruit are poisonous, and whose very shade is toxic. This is a world in which terrifying serpents and octopuses writhe, while a fat spider lords it menacingly over a town; here a causeway seems to lead nowhere, there a breakwater rears in panic, while ships are broken, dismasted and adrift. The sun fails to shine on landscapes whose mood is encapsulated by the title of one: Twilight, stubborn, black, hideous. These bleak visions become the bleaker for their oppressive lack of any human presence. The boats are unmanned, the cities unpeopled, the lighthouse lacks a lighthouseman, the pastures are absent of peasants and even animals. There are only three human figures - two of them hanged men; there is a stone angel and a statue of the crucified Christ. That manchineel tree casts a shadow in the shape of a human skull, while grotesque faces loom from cliffs and from the stalk of the vast threatening fantasy of Mushroom. In The Dream a sleeper's tortured hand reaches out fearfully to ward off a floating, indecipherable face half-hidden by clouds.
You have to wrench yourself back into remembering that ordinarily Hugo's world view was progressive, humanistic and cheerful. He looked forward to a time of universal fraternity. 'In the 20th century,' he once prophesied, 'war will be dead; the scaffold will be dead, animosity will be dead, royalty will be dead; but Man will live.' Which scores precisely nought out of four on what George H.W. Bush famously called 'the vision thing'.
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Cool Tricking
David Thomson

3373 wordsTerrence Malick  is the quietest of American movie directors. He gives no interviews; he avoids talkshows and festival appearances; he doesn't feed us stories of what he was doing and why. For decades, he has done his best to avoid being photographed. He isn't a 'known American' or a spokesman for himself in the way of Scorsese, Coppola, Tarantino, Spike Lee or just about any other director. For fifty years he has been involving us in questions about cinema - what it is, what it might be, whether it matters. He has perplexed his admirers; several of his films are regarded by some as masterpieces and by others as misguided asides. Above all, he has insisted on beauty, and his films have us wondering whether beauty is truth or a trick. He is a real person. I met him once and talked with him. He was amiable and decent, or distant.
John Bleasdale's The Magic Hours is both a monument to unstoppable research and, in the end, an admission that even such a thorough inquiry can remain inconclusive. Bleasdale hasn't been able to talk to Malick, or to his family. But he has interviewed some of his essential companions - notably the art director Jack Fisk and the editor Billy Weber. Bleasdale is especially good on Malick's early life and the details of it that have appeared in his movies. But he is an observant enough member of Malick's church to know that wonder can be compromised or limited by the facts.
Terrence Malick was born in 1943 in rural Illinois, but the family home was in Waco, Texas. It was nurturing but troubled: Malick often fought with his father (a geologist of Assyrian descent) and was mindful of many ideas beyond Texas. Aged twelve, he was sent to a private boarding school in Austin, where he excelled in all his classes and became a talented football player. Against his father's advice, he went to Harvard and fell under the sway of Stanley Cavell (who wrote a fine book, Pursuits of Happiness, about comedies of remarriage - films like The Awful Truth, His Girl Friday and The Philadelphia Story). He spent some of his senior year at the Sorbonne, met Hannah Arendt and travelled to the Black Forest with her letter of introduction to meet Martin Heidegger (Malick's translation of The Essence of Reasons was published a few years later). After graduating in 1965 he went to Oxford as a Rhodes scholar, but didn't like the cold and damp, and 'talking to the Brits was like talking underwater.'
He was 23 years old and 'the world was calling,' as Bleasdale puts it. He tried journalism, but foundered trying to write about Che Guevara for the New Yorker. Briefly, he dated Carly Simon; she listened attentively, she said, 'as he talked with the kind of fervid enthusiasm for Che that I secretly hoped he might have an iota of for me'. He was very serious, but could be very funny too. He taught at MIT for a year but decided he was a poor teacher, inclined to drift. So he applied to a programme at the school newly opened in Los Angeles by the American Film Institute to improve the minds of Hollywood hotshots. He was in a class with David Lynch and Paul Schrader.
Something in him was set on making movies, though years later he would also adapt the Kenji Mizoguchi film Sansho the Bailiff (1954) for the stage. In addition, and almost to demonstrate his caring and not caring, he wrote an early draft of what would become Dirty Harry and got the writing credit on Pocket Money (1972), in which Lee Marvin and Paul Newman are involved with a small herd of cattle. One critic said it felt like a home movie in which the two actors were killing time. One way or another, Malick was finding a way to get round Hollywood's rules.
He had hoped to make a film of Walker Percy's novel The Moviegoer, as if inspired by the transcendent moment when the main character, Binx, observes someone who might be William Holden on the streets of New Orleans. Is he the real thing, or a ghost, a technological anticipation of holography, or just the manifestation of an awareness that such gods as Holden had become axiomatic, as much a model for American manhood as Johnny Carson or Bugs Bunny? Instead, in 1973, Malick made an unexpected debut that was arty and high-minded, even though it was called Badlands, which made it sound like an exploitation movie. It was made cheaply, in the tradition of B-movie film noirs, with money from the producer Ed Pressman, the computer millionaire Max Palevsky and Malick himself. It was based on the story of a Nebraska hoodlum called Charles Starkweather (Martin Sheen), who in 1957 killed the father of 14-year-old Caril Ann Fugate (Sissy Spacek, 23 at the time), and then took off with her on the lam across the desolate spaces of legend.
Badlands drew on movies like Gun Crazy and Bonnie and Clyde and made reference to the resemblance between Sheen and James Dean. It also had music by Carl Orff and Erik Satie and an appreciation that the badlands were both beautiful and an obliging metaphor for destructive liberty. Malick knew that country from working summers in the fields, drilling for oil or as a farmer. His movies often look actual or reliable. But few filmmakers have been so alert to the medium's cool tricking of the real and the abstract. Badlands may be the most serene film he ever made. A philosopher might have stopped then and there. But he was tickled by the idea of life as a moviemaker.
His next film, Days of Heaven (1978), was more flagrantly beautiful and even more widely admired. It's the story of an outlaw trio fleeing from a murder committed in a factory in Chicago in 1916, and coming to rest at the prairie ranch of a wealthy farmer. The lonesome pioneer was played by Sam Shepard, as iconic and taciturn as Gary Cooper. The outlaws were Richard Gere, Brooke Adams and the haunting 15-year-old Linda Manz, whose croaky voice narrated the story. (This was a bold rescue after the picture hadn't worked. And Manz improvised the narrative.) The mix of artfulness and melodrama was a little uneasy. The setting and characters were working class but Malick leaned in to the exquisite night fires set to destroy them. As photographed by Nestor Almendros in the magic hour this set piece was so ravishing you could feel edged away from the dirt and calamity towards the still life or dead end that lurks in 'beautiful' photography. Here was a crossroads in the tendency of auteur cinema to trade smart fun tonight for respect in eternity. Seen again, over the years, the painted imagery seems saved by the deadpan boredom in Manz's voiceover.
When things in America appear beautiful it is an omen that the human - the political - begins to be ignored. Days of Heaven may be poised between heaven and hell, but it shows no interest in moralising the distinction between the two. In adapting to the grandeur of its own promise, the film seems to say, America was increasingly removing itself from a reality that might be improved. After the Creation, how could its history go anywhere other than downhill?
Days of Heaven was not a popular success. It won an Oscar for cinematography; Malick won the prize for best director at Cannes, but the Academy did not nominate him. Most reviewers were awed by the film, and over the decades it has been widely accepted as a movie milestone. Despite the modest box office, Paramount offered Malick a million dollars for whatever he might want to make next. But what he did was melt away. He went to live in Paris, and then travelled in earnest. He was said to be nursing a project - it was called Q - that some would later reckon had been the genesis of The Tree of Life. But as if he had gone to the end of the line with beauty, Malick seemed ready to forsake his past and his talent. Travelling became a way of life. He was preoccupied with the natural wonder of remote places. He went to wildernesses, jungles and high mountains, and fell in love with the birds, insects, plants and helpless wildlife. I say 'helpless' because I am trying to suggest an indifference to what humans might do, and a despair over the assumption that they are higher than other species. In the wild, where everything is 'beautiful', the concept of beauty dissolves - it is so much the sentimentality of an urban culture that fears what it has lost.
In the fashion-needy world of American film, Malick was in danger of being forgotten. And Bleasdale sees no reason to claim he was hurt by that or felt compelled to return to work. Still, after twenty years he did return, with The Thin Red Line (1998). This was easily promotable as a great American war movie. It came from a novel by James Jones, who had written From Here to Eternity; it focused on the taking of a hill in the Guadalcanal campaign; and it was crowded with regular soldiers depicted by big Hollywood names - Malick's legend had grown such that the stars were eager to work for him. But The Thin Red Line is not conventional. It doesn't personalise the soldiers, beyond one roaring dispute between a junior officer (Elias Koteas) and his commander (a manic Nick Nolte). There is a sketch of a soldier's wife who is unfaithful in his absence. And there is one soldier (played by Jim Caviezel) who is a drifter unconvinced by the duties of service. For the rest it is a film about a band of men encumbered by weapons and uniforms in an Eden they do not comprehend or even notice. The big attack is desperate and bloody enough for military enthusiasts. But this is also a film about insects and grasses being trampled before coming back to life, because nature is unimpressed by human business.
Malick got Oscar nominations for best director and best adapted screenplay, but The Thin Red Line was not a hit. It was nearly three hours long, and didn't honour the war genre's protocols of heroic combat. The actors served (Adrien Brody, Ben Chaplin, John Cusack, Woody Harrelson, Sean Penn, John C. Reilly, John Savage, John Travolta), though some were filmed and then dropped (Bill Pullman, Mickey Rourke). George Clooney was cast, scripted, shot and widely promoted, but he was on screen for just 83 seconds. In an army of a million stories we are not expected to take any particular individual seriously. Nothing justifies or explains the war; it is the spasm of a maddened species. You do not feel good to be American. Or victorious. It is the closest Malick has come to a flawless picture.
In 2005 Malick released The New World, an attempt to recreate the Virginia colony of the early 17th century through the story of John Smith and Pocahontas. This entailed careful research on appearance, language and Powhatan tribal customs. But the little we know of that time has been Hollywood-ised in the movie. Colin Farrell makes a brooding but vague Smith, so that the energy of the film is taken over by a newcomer, Q'orianka Kilcher, as a cheerfully radiant Pocahontas. Later on, Christian Bale appears as a man who has a better understanding of her; she marries him and sails to England, where she is received by the king. The colony is as much the film's subject as the love story: nature is turned over to agriculture, and the Indigenous Americans are degraded.
The New World was another commercial let-down. It seems now as if Malick was on the brink of issuing a profound cultural warning but felt too constrained by the imperatives of the big American show to confront fully the dismay of the new world. Was the ruin so great that a proper accounting felt as remote a possibility as a cure?
Any doubts about his feelings on that score were clarified by The Tree of Life, which opened in 2011. It is really two movies. The core concerns a family growing up in Waco, Texas, in the 1950s. Brad Pitt and Jessica Chastain play the parents of three sons. They make one of the truest families in American film. It was also in the 1950s, on television, that the institution of the American family was turned into a bland advertising scheme for generations to come. This family, the O'Briens (the name of Malick's Irish grandmother), don't watch TV, but their scrutiny of themselves, their environment and their difficulties with each other is utterly absorbing. Chastain's mother is subdued but eloquent, pale from the dust and her voluntary silence; the father is emphatic to mask his lack of confidence, and proof of the thoughtful actor Pitt had become. And the boys are so believable, lyrical yet inarticulate, you want to be one of them.
That is far from the whole thing. The Tree of Life spreads backwards and forwards. It shows a future in which the eldest of the three sons, and the most rueful, has turned into Sean Penn as an architect disenchanted with what he has built and with the state of the world. There are glimpses of him, at odds with a wife or a lover, walking in a desert to meet the ghosts of the past. When the film opened, Penn spoke about his regret that the explanation of his character's distress, as scripted and filmed, had been cut from the movie (Malick has never addressed the matter in public). And the film also reaches back in time, way back - not just to a primeval era in which we meet some lugubrious dinosaurs, but to the fiery explosion that must have formed the Earth. These lofty visions feel heavy-handed and pretentious after the common exactness of Waco.
It was understandable by 2011 that Malick, or any of us, might be experiencing an existential crisis in which our feelings about family life could mesh with a fear that creation itself was in such jeopardy that any attempt at self-expression - whether in art, politics or religion - was irrelevant and even fatuous. You could imagine this dilemma inspiring a perverse comedy (think of Billy Wilder or Paul Thomas Anderson running it, let alone Preston Sturges) in which a respected movie director sits in a room full of Hollywood execs. He pitches a film about a vexed family from the 1950s and his own growing anxiety that nothing quite matters. The suits suggest that he warm it up with a little sex and computer-generated violence: they see Will Smith in an abandoned Manhattan, pursued by mad dogs. They perk up and crack open more San Pellegrino. Nevertheless, the room gradually sinks into depression over what their purpose can be, beyond making money from sentimental fantasies and superhero movies. A sort of pornography beckons - not just sex and violence, but dumb riffs on happiness or feeling good, and the dogma in which shots and storylines fit together like Ikea furniture. So what are movies for?
Then something happened 
. In the space of two years Malick lost both his parents. He also married for a third time, to a former childhood sweetheart who had several children already. And his working rhythm altered. Between 2011 and 2017, the director who had always taken years to prepare a project and then years more to film and edit it delivered three pictures in quick succession. Bleasdale wants to think highly of them. But I feel these movies - To the Wonder; Knight of Cups; Song to Song - are a falling away. A general audience hardly existed for them, no matter that the films are large and handsome, and still populated by big-name actors. Somehow or other (Bleasdale is not helpful enough on this), Malick raised the funding for these pictures, even as his own commercial energy seemed to be ebbing away. That is palpable on screen. The characters are not cherished by his camera, as everyone is in The Tree of Life or Badlands. And where those films had delighted in real settings, the later ones take place in the aspic of abandoned luxury hotels, or in the mise-en-scene of advertising cliches.
In To the Wonder, Ben Affleck is an American in France who falls in love with a woman from Ukraine (Olga Kurylenko). They are both beautiful in the way a fashion magazine takes for granted, though Affleck is so de-energised you suspect he is sulking at not having been given a script. Their romance rises and falls, and at some point Affleck picks up with Rachel McAdams. Does he settle with her? I'm never sure, or any more sure than Affleck is. For two hours these lovely ghosts drift in and out; the women have a habit of going off in slow whirls instead of walking. They murmur voiceovers on the soundtrack and there is a vein of music that might be thought religious. It's not so much that it's thin, pale and enervated as that it seems weary of film itself. The 'wonder' is too often a daze.
To the Wonder wasn't a detour, but a map for the future. It was followed by Knight of Cups, in which Christian Bale is a Hollywood screenwriter at a creative impasse who entertains the dithery attention of several women, including Cate Blanchett, Freida Pinto, Isabel Lucas and Natalie Portman. The film is cloudy, set in a Los Angeles that is romantic yet listless, weirdly detached from the real energy in that archaic magic kingdom. It isn't just that Malick appeared to have lost faith in writing and directing extended treatments of love or its loss. Beyond dispensing with a script, he had moved to a way of filming and editing that abandoned the habitual grammar. Just as there are no 'scenes' or crucial situations, so the image keeps breaking away from sequence or the way dialogue is conventionally shot. The couplings fragment and overlap; they stream, even if that notion wasn't yet current. We are not meant to know their limits. So 'incidents' accumulate, lost to any thought of order or emotional coherence. And in the hushed yearning voices and the wash of music, we begin to wonder if the organising is being left to some other agency, external to the movie - an audience, longing to be moved, or a god?
There was a third film, Song to Song, set in Austin, in which Ryan Gosling, Rooney Mara and Natalie Portman are would-be musicians and Michael Fassbender an impresario. I think it's dreadful. And I doubt I can live long enough now to find its wonder.
Malick admitted that perhaps he had been mistaken in forsaking script and drama, or in not developing characters in his movies. I was relieved when in 2019 he seemed to recall his old self with A Hidden Life, the story of a humble German farmer, Franz Jagerstatter, who advanced towards his execution in 1943 by refusing to take an oath of fealty to Hitler and his regime. The beauty of the Alpine setting and its harmony with the moral challenge seemed as masterful as anything Malick had ever done. It felt like a religious picture or something Robert Bresson might have attempted, and in addressing the question of whether to be complicit with evil it led one towards a larger anxiety, that stories might lose their worth in a world close to ending. I do feel that there is in Malick's work an ultimate unease with the idea of expression altogether. Yet he has not stopped. There is a new film in the works, The Way of the Wind, about the life of Christ. Geza Rohrig plays Jesus, Mark Rylance is Satan. It was shot in 2019. The word is that it will open at Cannes in May. But I'm not sure they said which year.
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Transdimensional Cuckoo
Adam Mars-Jones

5527 wordsHere  are two new novels, both highly accomplished, which diverge so sharply that they produce an eerie effect of symmetry. Audition is a slightly wayward choice for the title of Katie Kitamura's new book, hinting at the narrator's profession (she's an actress preparing a leading role for a play off-Broadway) but not at its relevant aspects. In the first half of the book she is preoccupied with rehearsals, in the second she is on stage, coasting along in the late stages of a highly successful run. There was a certain amount of tension during rehearsals, with the leading player, the director and the writer (all women) vulnerable to one another, that being the nature of a collaborative art. One crucial scene in the middle of the piece, an internal transformation played solo on stage, resists being brought to life. The performer suspects that the writer hasn't really resolved the difficulties of the scene and is shifting the blame onto the actor.
Into this knot of creative tension comes a young man called Xavier. In the first scene of the book, the unnamed narrator (a device that has the effect of making any synopsis sound unbearably stilted) recounts her second meeting with Xavier, though the situation becomes clear only gradually. She is apprehensive, in a way that suggests a disadvantage, perhaps that she is junior in age and/or status. In fact, she's 48 to his 25, and though that age difference doesn't rule out sexual attraction in either direction, something more delicate is at stake.
At their previous meeting Xavier had suggested he was the narrator's son, on the basis of an interview in which she seemed to indicate she had once given up a baby. The dates would fit, but it's an impossibility, since the interviewer had tactfully softened the circumstances: she had an abortion. Nevertheless, the suggestion has stirred up a certain amount of turbulence in her memory. Some time later, she had again become pregnant, and found that her husband, Tomas, was secretly tracking the foetus's development on an app. The prospect of becoming a father relaxed his rather stern standards, so that he tolerated and even welcomed the sentimental graphics: 'he had fallen into the cotton-candy world of the app, the soft corners of its feeling, he was using the app not despite its aesthetic but because of it.' Discovering this, although he never knew that she knew about it, gave the miscarriage that she subsequently suffered a stark aspect of loss.
At the restaurant with Xavier she interprets the reactions of staff and fellow customers in the light of an occasion many years earlier when she was lunching in Paris with her father. Back then the staff seemed to think she was an escort rather than his daughter, and now she picks up the atmospheric assumption that Xavier is her toyboy. She directs the same fierce beam of interpretation on the young man sitting across the table from her: 'In that moment, I could perceive the outer edge of his thought, his personal delusion, I could almost reach out and grasp it.' He sits back in his chair and breathes out. A neutral enough bit of body language, but she recognises the movement from their first meeting and experiences it as a threat: 'An old gesture of mine he had lifted from my films, my stage performances, and copied without shame. A piece of me, on the body of a stranger, a thing of mine that had been taken into the realm of the uncanny by this young man sitting across from me.' Is this stranger using one of her own weapons of theatrical persuasion to disarm her? It's a gesture that has a private meaning for her, a part of her professional repertoire that became a lazy reflex, even a tic. With help from Tomas she purged it from her acting vocabulary, making Xavier's use of it seem all the more insidious. When he gets a job as assistant to the play's director, the stage seems to be set for a campaign of displacement, not a direct assault on the narrator's position but a knight's move encircling.
Withholding information is the narrator's prevailing mode in Audition, though occasionally she dispenses more than the absolute minimum. Sentences that begin 'We lived in the West Village' or 'This is how it was' seem trusting, as if she has had a sudden flattering impulse of confidence in the reader. It doesn't last. When Tomas, trying to understand the subtle shift in her behaviour, asks her if she is cheating on him 'again', she denies it (truthfully) but barely sketches the past history that justifies his suspicions.
What makes Audition distinctive is a precision, a sharpness of focus, bare of corroborating detail. It's hard to exaggerate how unusual this is in modern literature in general, modern American literature in particular. The obligation to chronicle, to make a record of the times, has always been part of a novelist's business, though it's often eclipsed by other concerns. For what is, after its fashion, a realistic novel to dispense completely with the markers of time, place and status - clothing brands, car makes, street names, references to public figures and public events - is almost unheard of. When the narrator assesses another woman's self-presentation - 'dressed all in black, black sweater and black trousers and black boots' - she isn't exactly vague but certainly generic. Doesn't an apparently featureless style of this sort crackle with nuances of cut and material?
Listing consumer choices isn't the only way of drawing character, but it's a highly efficient one. With their clothing, people steer a course between the Scylla of conformism and the Charybdis of oddity, seeking to stand out while also fitting in. When the heroine of Anita Brookner's Hotel du Lac, for instance, commissions for her wedding a 'very creditable Chanel copy' in blue-grey from an elderly Polish dressmaker in Ealing, the rendering of her character in terms of costume is revelatory almost to the point of pre-empting the book's plot, stilling the faint throb of suspense generated by her acceptance of a proposal. Edith Hope has contrived an outfit which guarantees she will be outdressed by everyone at her wedding. On the day, Edith doesn't even get out of the hired car taking her to the register office. At her request, it drives on.
There's only one moment in Audition that testifies to any of the characters, or the author herself, having looked with any attention at the city in which they live, and that's the observation that restaurants often choose cryptic names with a lot of vowels in them - the examples given are Aita, Elea, Amane - making them easy to confuse. This has to count as a plot point, rather than a piece of noticing for its own sake, since Tomas inexplicably appears at the restaurant where Xavier and the narrator are meeting, though he hasn't been told about the rendezvous. He can plausibly claim to have come to the wrong place for a lunch date of his own because of those nearly interchangeable names. This trend, and the availability of such things as pregnancy monitoring apps, argues for a date in this millennium, but these reference points are fuzzy rather than exact.
Detail validates a fiction, giving the impression of a world that can be priced and measured, touched and tasted. But for some writers it's more than ballast - it represents priceless cargo, and the whole reason for the expedition. That was Tom Wolfe's contention in his manifesto-essay 'Stalking the Billion-Footed Beast', published in Harper's in 1989, in which he offered his own novel The Bonfire of the Vanities not just as a triumph of marketing and a shrewd pusher of zeitgeist buttons but as a template for representing the world as it is. Reported detail is not just roughage but nourishment, and Richard Price's Lazarus Man could have been written in honour of Wolfe's prescriptions.
Wolfe proposed journalism as a necessary ingredient of consequential fiction, repeating the prediction he made in 1973 in The New Journalism that the future of the novel would be in 'a highly detailed realism based on reporting, a realism more thorough than any currently being attempted, a realism that would portray the individual in intimate and inextricable relation to the society around him'. Reporting is not at all the same thing as consulting an archive or searching the electronic resources that didn't exist then. The celebrity reporter is necessarily an anomaly, a distorting mirror rather than a sheet of clear glass. Price is almost but not quite a household name - the cover of Lazarus Man describes him as 'award-winning writer on The Wire' - and might have difficulty remaining anonymous while gathering material, but there's no lack of precedent for that. Truman Capote, strange and fluting, nevertheless persuaded dazed Midwesterners to talk, and Wolfe himself was hardly inconspicuous, languidly prowling Manhattan in his pale suit. In his essay he conjures up an admiring image of Zola in frock coat and stiff collar being winched down a mine in Anzin while researching for Germinal. Zola posed as an official to gain access, but there may be no mystery in getting people to talk. Taking an interest is all that's needed.
Price restricts the geographical and demographic reach of his narrative to the area around Lenox Avenue (also known as Malcolm X Boulevard), which runs north-south through Harlem. One character, Mary Roe, is a police detective who has a phobia about crossing state lines: 'her inability to pick up a suspect in Connecticut or interview a witness in Pennsylvania nearly deep-sixed her career.' This psychological version of an electronic tag might represent the author's memo to himself not to stray too far from base. Lazarus Man is set in 2008, which means that Mary's memories of 9/11 are still vivid. In fact, she made a lasting friendship with a woman who was also part of the team trying to identify bodies in an open-air morgue tent next to Bellevue Hospital - 'the constant sharp snap of fingers being broken in order to remove rings' is still with her.
Price names streets and intersections, makes of car and brands of clothes: someone wears 'a Homestead Grays hoodie, a pair of Jimmy Jazz ripped and distressed jeans with too many pointless zippers, low-top red Superstar Pumas'. New Yorkers customise themselves so relentlessly that he has to come up with a special term for the occasional eccentric who wears a 'wordless' blue T-shirt. It must be made clear that the absence of identifying detail is a choice made by the wearer, not a lapse on the part of the writer. Price sketches people's environments with equal attention. One character lives in 'a former one-family brownstone broken up into ten kitchenettes, the majority of his co-tenants, all men, were freelance "entrepreneurs", grey market street vendors selling home-burned old-school soul CDs, bootleg movie DVDs and hot-off-the-presses memorial T-shirts of whoever iconic in the culture had just died the day before.' That sentence amounts to a landslide of social information, more sheer fact than exists in the whole of Audition.
The book's characters make up a demographic cross-section, perhaps skewed towards middle age, often with the implied moral seriousness parenthood brings, however fractured the ensuing family. Mary shares custody of their children with her ex-husband in an uneasy, inharmonious arrangement, each alternately living in the family home and in a rented flat nearby. Her unpredictable schedule means she must often ask her ex for help with extra childcare, though any warmth they show each other must be closely watched in case intimacy resurfaces in a moment of absent-mindedness. She has occasional uncommitted dates with a colleague, who brings along with him a UV flashlight and a bottle of Luminol, both pinched from the Crime Scene Unit, to check for traces of blood or other fluids not visible to the naked eye. 'In one motel, the purple beam had picked up so much unknown DNA off the pillowcases, blankets and sheets that the bed turned psychedelic.'
Meanwhile, the undertaker Royal Davis encourages his reluctant school-age son to hand out business cards at scenes of trauma. Royal is a 'freelance mortician', two words that by rights should have nothing to do with each other. What this means in practice is that his business is not doing well: the time when cocaine turf wars and Aids gave him three or four bodies a day is long gone. To make ends meet, he must subcontract from undertakers lucky enough to have more work than they can handle. The decedents he is offered by phone in the small hours are the least desirable ones:
'Where in the apartment.'
'Bathroom,' the man said.
'Floor, tub or toilet.'
'She had a heart attack on the pot, fell off and wedged herself good between that and a wall.'
'How long she been there?'
'Roughly eight hours, not much more than that.'
Eight hours ... It would be like extracting a statue that had been twisted into knots and stuffed into a pigeonhole.
'Yeah I know,' the man said. 'We'll bump your fee to three hundred.'
'What bump. That is my fee.'
'Three twenty-five. I'd go to three fifty, but I'd have to wake up the director for that.'

Royal says no. Nothing grounds a narrative more securely than authoritative testimony, above all, professional secrets, tricks of the trade, particularly when they're sordid or grisly. Lazarus Man features some beauties. For instance: inserting a finger into a casualty's rectum is a useful way of assessing the extent of injuries. Strong sphincter response rules out paralysis of the lower limbs. Morticians collecting a body wear thick-soled hiking boots dyed black, so as to minimise their risk of slipping on bodily fluids. Details of such immediacy have a residually oral, nobody-knows-this quality that makes them particularly effective in a book. They seem freshly arrived from the wild, not fully tamed by their enclosure in print.
Nabokov proposed that 'raisins of fact in the cake of fiction are many stages removed from the original grape' - but who says baking is the only option? Fruit salad has a lot going for it. Yet his underlying point stands: a written text has by definition been processed, and can make only rhetorical claims to the status of the raw. Any novel is a closed system, but most of them take a lot of trouble not to appear that way. Readers generally enjoy an impression of openness, the sensation that air is freely circulating, but it can only be an impression. What is unusual about Audition is how little it strives for this effect, and how little it turns out to matter. The fans have been turned off, and by rights the atmosphere of the book should hang heavy but somehow doesn't. Kitamura hardly condescends to persuasion by circumstantial evidence, those appeals to a shared reality so ubiquitous we hardly notice them, preferring the route of fascination.
Short of a Shandean clump of blank pages, there's no easy way of prompting readers to perceive a substantial gap between two parts of a book. In the second half of Audition, some weeks have passed, but there has also been a shift in reality. The name of the play has changed: Rivers instead of The Opposite Shore. More dramatically, Xavier is now the biological son of the narrator and Tomas. In its first half, if it qualified for genre pigeonholing at all, the novel might have seemed to promise a melodrama of usurpation in a theatrical milieu, but now with the arrival of a transdimensional cuckoo it suggests a wilder narrative. Not a variation on All about Eve but on Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Xavier's embedding himself in the narrator's professional world has lost its hint of threat, at least for her. She's just pleased he's making his way.
This sort of mid-narrative twist, metaphysical or even ontological, is uncommon in literary fiction and not widespread even in genre fantasy. At the end of the first episode of Series Five of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the heroine's mother asks: 'Buffy, if you're going out why don't you take your sister?' Both girls protest - 'Mom!!' They're dismayed. So too is the audience, since Buffy is an only child. There was cunning in the placement of this mystery, giving the audience a week to wonder what is going on. Have the screenwriters decided to jazz up the family drama? Will there be an explanation? As it turns out, Dawn, the newly minted sibling, isn't a person at all but only disguised as one to put demon pursuers off the scent. Unfortunately, eavesdropping, she learns the truth about her non-human status and acts out, shoplifting and generally going to the bad. So what if you're not a person? Doesn't mean you don't have feelings.
The moment one element in a fictional universe changes, there are inevitable repercussions. The question is when to call a halt to them. There's no reason for the reality of Audition not to ladder like a stocking, but the only apparent knock-on effect of the transformation is that Xavier is now the sole proprietor of the previously contested gesture. The narrator observes it neutrally: 'Yes, I know, Xavier said, and he sat back in his chair, exhaling gently, a movement he often made, a nervous tic of his.' She hasn't merely scrubbed it from her own repertoire of gestures, but had never adopted it in the first place. There's no change to her behaviour as narrator. She goes on minutely assessing the swirls of power and emotion that surround her as the world of the book passes through the looking-glass. Xavier, following a plausible generational template, moves 'back' into the family home to save money, puzzling the narrator with his inability to remember which things are kept in which kitchen drawer. In due course he introduces his girlfriend, Hana, into the apartment. This is the woman with the generic black outfit, though the narrator's observation of her body language is much more piercing: 'I took her hand in mine - her skin smooth and her grip so light as to be an act of aggression, it left me with the sensation that I was holding on to nothing. She made it so that I was the one who was grasping, the one who was seeking more than was being given.' A muted confrontation the next morning continues the subliminal struggle for dominance:
He's never mentioned you, I said flatly.
Oh really? she replied.
She spoke in a voice that was completely unconcerned, as if the fact said more about my relationship with Xavier than hers.

Every point of contact ('her feathery touch suddenly seemed to sprout claws') is a potential ambush.
The obvious logical explanation for Xavier's new status - that this is a more fully embodied version of George and Martha's fantasy son in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? - is also obviously wrong. It's not just that the narrator is troubled by odd gaps in her 'memory' of Xavier's earlier years, asking herself 'was it normal for a mother to be so unreflective?', in a way that makes no sense if she's aware of making it all up. She also 'remembers' discrepancies between his past behaviour and the way he is now:
One morning, in a sudden fit of nostalgia, I asked him why he no longer seemed to read. He stared at me, his face at once startled and blank, as if he had been caught off guard, as if the question was freighted in some way. Beneath the blankness I could see his mind at work, a series of rapid calculations, I understood that he had experienced the question as a criticism, even an accusation of sorts. The moment seemed to extend, I observed its viscous spread.

It's not unusual for a narrative to be energised by a single impossible fact, whether it's a virgin birth, a man waking up as an insect, or a 2 February that refuses to make way for its successor. It's more the placement of the anomaly than the fact of there being one that makes reading Audition so disconcerting. The generative contradiction usually comes at or near the beginning of a story, not bang in the middle, where it's too late to be part of the donnee, too early to qualify as a twist. Price, too, strays from convention by locating his impossible fact well into Lazarus Man: the miraculous discovery of a survivor (hence the book's title) virtually unscathed in the wreckage of a building 36 hours after its collapse. The survivor's presence was undetected by sniffer dogs, and the resonance microphones used by the emergency services also failed to pick up any sign of life.
In Wolfe's  version of the novel, journalism provides the bricks, fiction the mortar. With pleasing perversity Price makes a building collapse the basis of his own construction, allowing him, as Wolfe prescribes, to 'bring the many currents of a city together in a single, fairly simple story'. Felix Pearl, a compulsive amateur photographer (he 'hunts for moments'), finds himself recording scenes of destruction and its aftermath that may be saleable. After the dust has settled, Mary the policewoman has to make a list of the residents and determine what happened to them. Not all can be accounted for. On her own initiative she tries to track down a man whose wife died in the building. He hasn't been seen since. Is there something sinister about his disappearance?
Anthony Carter, the 'Lazarus man', is a recovering cocaine addict who had no prospects before his resurrection except a job interview with a branch of High and Mighty. His gift of the gab might have been an asset there, but now his miraculous survival puts him on a higher and mightier level. He appears as a 'Credible Messenger', speaking, for instance, at events designed to discourage young men from gang life, where his experience might seem irrelevant. Nevertheless, his testimony, fluent without being glib, is powerfully inspirational, even if there are those who aren't convinced, like the elderly friend who suggests that 'if [God] was looking out for you he never would have let a building fall on top of you to begin with.'
Price barely asks how the building collapsed, making it a novelistic starting point itself exempt from being examined. All the emphasis falls on the question 'How did this man survive?' not 'Why did this building fall down?' - closer to tabloid journalism, with its preference for human interest, than the investigative kind. Price and Wolfe may emulate Zola's methods, but they leave any radical purpose behind. After appeals for witnesses and examination of CCTV footage, the case is wrapped up in two texts that a colleague sends to Mary. The first one reads: '100+ yr old crap tenement v underground subway extension excavations vibrations for months', the second one simply 'boom'. No one presses for an investigation. Late in the book another building collapses, this time in the East Village, but the fact is only mentioned to explain why the mayor doesn't turn up to the memorial event for those killed in the first incident.
One thing that Wolfe was pessimistic about in 1989 was the prospect of doing justice, in the sort of realistic novel he advocated, to the complexities of race in America: 'Despite all the current talk of "coming together", I see the fast multiplying factions of the modern cities trying to insulate themselves more diligently than ever before ... the doors close and the walls go up!' The moment both diagnosed and exploited by The Bonfire of the Vanities will not come again, and future realist fiction will have to settle for fewer bricks and more mortar. Wolfe registers this erection of barriers as a professional loss rather than a social one - his journalistic access to material has been restricted. Zola might have been surprised to learn that the roles of reporter and citizen could so easily be separated.
The mutual insulation between factions may not have gone away, but Price seems undeterred by the barriers. It takes a certain amount of bravado, and confidence in his groundwork, for a white (Jewish) writer to have Carter, his central character, ask himself 'for the multimillionth time in his life - Why does everything have to come down to race?' and answer his own question with 'Because it does.' Anthony's parents were solidly middle class, his father 'an Italian Irish pugnacious race warrior' who taught African American history and literature in private schools, his mother a Black woman whose family owned businesses in Mobile and Birmingham. When Anthony was expelled from Columbia for dealing in the dorms he couldn't even claim he was being discriminated against, since two white students paid the same penalty for the same offence.
Most people tended to interpret Anthony's
mixed-race face as Latino, Mediterranean or Arab, a few going so far as to specifically guess Armenian, Israeli, Turkish but rarely the truth ... Sometimes he preferred to present as white, other times as Black. Both were true, both were false. And both left him feeling like a spy in the world; a double agent inside a double agent. And both left him feeling psychically exhausted.

Complex or indefinite ethnicities are the norm: Felix, for instance, is 'by blood, probably some kind of Latin American or maybe North African or Amerindian, but raised Jewish by the family who adopted him in a small upstate town halfway to Canada'. He moved to East Harlem if not to locate 'his true tribe' then at least to get away from the locals, 'a bunch of all-American snowballs if there ever were any'.
Price seems to accept Wolfe's core assumption about the 'folly' of thinking you can portray the individual in a city without portraying the city itself, while Kitamura aligns herself more with Blake's aphorism about the fool who persists in his folly becoming wise. Not only does she ignore the surfaces of the city, she shows no interest in its cultural underpinnings. Race and gender, engines of so much current writing, are left idling, their explanatory power and experiential richness downgraded if not dismissed. True, there's a residual sexism in the theatre world, so that a female director can still be criticised for a forcefulness that would not be noticed in a man, but at this stage of social history, having an all-female team (writer, director, lead) isn't controversial. The narrator refers to there being a parallel between her socialisation as a woman and her choice of profession - 'I have made a career of knowing what is expected of me, and delivering it, both as a woman and as an actor' - but there's no sense of her being defined by disadvantage.
As for race, that's exactly the way it features, as 'race', a difference without specificity. The narrator's career wasn't held back by her ethnicity. True, early on there were no roles for someone who looked like her that weren't demeaning or at best perfunctory. Her features, though, were ambiguous, and if she had changed her last name she could have gained access to a broader range of parts, so there was an element of principled sacrifice involved. She made the choice not to pass as Caucasian but to insist on her identity, until such time as 'a change in the culture, in the writing, a change in the way of seeing' offered her more rewarding work.
Xavier's delusion in Part One was made plausible by their 'shared race', and when she enters the narrative late in Part Two Hana claims a rough ethnic kinship, declaring herself a great admirer of a particular performance of the narrator's: 'Parts of Speech was so important to me. To see someone who looked like me on the screen. You have no idea what it meant.' This is the only time in the book that the characters address a racial topic, and the narrator takes the remark to be subtly demeaning. 'Important and great admirer were words so generic as to mean nothing at all, to be almost an affront.' She is being congratulated not on her talent but her category. This is an almost ostentatiously unreal way of writing about race in the 21st century, as a notional diversity stripped of all complication, when hurt lies in the specifics.
Even motherhood, an issue so broad it seems to have no edges, is invoked only passingly. A cost-benefit reckoning of the impact on a woman's life of having a child is the last thing on offer here. Motherhood may be momentous but it's also somehow weightless. Certainly the narrator's career has reached exactly the same place in the parallel universe of Part Two as it had in Part One. As parents, she and Tomas live in the same apartment - the one they could only afford because they didn't have the expense of raising a child. Is it possible to write such a book yet hold off from expressing any view of motherhood? Apparently so. There is a single attempt to define it in terms of a 'waiting [that] never stops'. The emphasis is more on the way the narrator's marriage mutates with the arrival of this sudden son, since it's the impact of fatherhood on Tomas rather than motherhood on the narrator that shifts the balance. An alien intelligence with no pre-existing idea of motherhood could hardly reconstruct one from Audition, as (oddly enough) it could from the family histories on offer in Lazarus Man.
Those of us  who are addicted to detail can still respond to the invigorating detox of Audition, perhaps even feeling that Kitamura should go further. When the books in Xavier's room are itemised ('Montaigne, Brecht, Bergman screenplays') this is jarring, since these are the only real-world names in the book. And if it's 'the financial district' rather than Wall Street, and Broadway is never mentioned, even in its off and off-off varieties, why have the two mentions of the West Village and New York itself? Manhattan is a notional backdrop to the action, no more substantial than the diorama Hitchcock commissioned for the studio filming of Rope.
Audition is unmistakably a novel, while Lazarus Man could reasonably be described as a screenplay-in-waiting, despite the ingratitude that would be involved in undervaluing such a rich knot of particularised lives and voices. (Price's first novel, The Wanderers, published in 1974, was filmed by Philip Kaufman, and he has written a dozen original screenplays.) The book was also a novel-in-waiting for a long time, to judge by the reference in its acknowledgments to 'an insanely long gestation period'. The difficulty presumably lay in finding the 'single, fairly simple story' that would tie everything together. There's a rather breathless coda bringing some of the characters, if not fully up to date, then at least some way towards the present.
The distance between the setting of Lazarus Man in 2008 and its US publication last year is only two years less than the gap of time between Bloomsday and the appearance in print of the titanic information dump known as Ulysses. That book's raw materials, the reconstructed and suppositious events of a Dublin day in 1904, were already out of date when Joyce started putting them together, but their importance for him was somehow consecrated rather than nullified by the events that intervened during the writing - things like a world war and the Easter Rising. Lazarus Man may not have started life as a period novel, but the drawback of such saturating detail is that it can't easily be shifted from year to year. Price's book is as indelibly date-stamped as video footage entered into evidence. By 2024, for instance, 'grey market street vendors' would hardly be selling pirated DVDs. And since 2008 fentanyl has thrown a lifeline to struggling funeral homes across the United States.
It's unlikely that the composition of Audition required a similarly extended period, but even if it did there would be no need to worry about blurring a timeframe that has been blurred from the start. Kitamura's narrator draws the distinction, late in Audition, between knowledge and understanding, 'which is not dependent on proof, and which cannot therefore be refuted'. That's what she focuses on, a psychological richness bypassing the standard mechanisms of persuasion - persuasion is rather oddly described at one point as 'only one step removed from coercion'. Her novel, trading so little in what is verifiable, can float free of the circumstantial tethers with whose friction, and whose chafing, Price must make his peace.
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Brag and Humblebrag
Maureen N. McLane

3293 wordsWalt Whitman  was a great recycler. He composts himself at the end of 'Song of Myself': 'I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,/If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.' Leaves of Grass became his lifelong project, expanding over decades. 'Song of Myself' appeared in all editions, pipped from the lead as he wrote various introductory 'inscriptions' and the poem 'Starting from Paumanok' (its title invoking an Algonquian name for Long Island). From its first appearance in 1855 to the 'deathbed' edition of 1892, Leaves of Grass grew to include signature works such as 'Drum-Taps' (poems about the Civil War), 'Children of Adam' (Whitman's sex-positive sequence 'singing the phallus', which got him in a lot of trouble and which Emerson had advised him to cut), 'Calamus' (hymns to male intimacy and comradeship which largely flew under the radar if not gaydar) and glories such as 'Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking' and 'When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd', an elegy for Lincoln. A shrewd newspaperman with an eye for print markets, he knew the value of reframing, reformatting and reissuing his work.
Whitman stands or falls with Leaves of Grass, yet his prose works exert their own fascination: that book's several prefaces, the Gilded Age jeremiad Democratic Vistas (1871) and valedictory pieces such as 'A Backward Glance o'er Travel'd Roads' (1888). Then there are his many contributions to newspapers over the decades, including curiosities such as the recently rediscovered essay series 'Manly Health and Training', published in the New York Atlas in 1858 under the pseudonym 'Mose Velsor of Brooklyn'.
Specimen Days, recently reissued as an Oxford Classic, is late Whitman, first published in 1882 in a volume called Specimen Days and Collect. It is - in the author's own cheerfully pre-emptive terms - something of a mess: a 'melange', a 'gossipy letter', 'garrulous notes'. Here we find a 'huddle of diary jottings, war-memoranda of 1862-65, Nature-notes of 1877-81, with Western and Canadian observations afterwards'. The elements of this composite and in part recycled affair include genealogical notices of Whitman's English (paternal) and Dutch (maternal) ancestors; brief mentions of his early jobs (as a teenage errand boy, journeyman printer, compositor and budding journalist); notes on his dreary years as a schoolteacher on Long Island and his ventures as a newspaperman in Brooklyn, New Orleans and Manhattan.
Specimen Days repurposes Whitman's Civil War diary, previously published as Memoranda during the War (1875-76), which had itself absorbed several articles published in the New York Weekly Graphic. The book also features his extensive postwar 'nature-notes': al fresco diary entries written in Camden, New Jersey and at nearby Timber Creek, where Whitman had retired in 1873 after a stroke. The final section is punctuated with entries from his 1879 trip west (to St Louis, Denver, the prairies and the Rockies), a visit to Boston (where in the summer of 1881 he oversaw what he thought would be the final edition of Leaves of Grass), portraits of luminaries such as Carlyle, Emerson, Poe and Longfellow and 'final confessions' which are not - non-spoiler alert - particularly confessional. A champion self-advertiser, maven of the brag and the humblebrag, he announces in the first pages: 'Maybe, if I don't do anything else, I shall send out the most wayward, spontaneous, fragmentary book ever printed.'
Born to a working-class family, Whitman fashioned himself as a kind of American democratic Oversoul: the persona he presented was both representative of and co-extensive with the often violently expanding republic. In 'Song of Myself', he zooms from New York to the Texas of the Alamo, saluting 'Iowa, Oregon, California' en route. His was a poetics of manifest destiny. The difference between the often overweening spirit animating 'Song of Myself' and the notational observations and memoranda of Specimen Days is striking. 'Song of Myself' is governed by an endlessly relaunched I/you dynamic ('what I assume you shall assume'; 'Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat'; 'I stop somewhere waiting for you') - the poet variously buttonholing us, boasting, sidling, questioning, caressing. While there are some 'dear reader' apostrophes in Specimen Days (as well as addresses to the moon, a tree and several birds), it has a different vibe from the operatically wrought 'Song of Myself'.
Even putting aside his egotistical sublime, Whitman can be aversive: the endless talk about physiognomy, manliness, 'amativeness' (heterosexual love) and 'adhesiveness' ('manly attachment'), the whole phrenological word-hoard. For all his democratic bonhomie, his vitality sometimes seems a forced affair, a 19th-century relic like steamboats or the telegraph or mesmerism. He can seem a 19th-century Zelig: hugged as a child by the Marquis de Lafayette (French hero of the American Revolution); chatting with General (later President) Zachary Taylor during the Mexican-American War (or so he claimed); exchanging bows ('and very cordial ones') with Lincoln as they regularly passed each other in and around Washington during the Civil War.
The relation of particulars to the general preoccupied Whitman throughout his career, politically and aesthetically: this was, after all, how he understood the crisis of the Civil War. Thus his constant rumination on the Union and its component parts, the states; his defence of the American democratic 'bulk average' against the 'feudal' lionisation of exceptional men (by Carlyle, for example); his proclivity for 'specimens', cases that would both individualise and typify. In Specimen Days, he pursues them in all their physiological, biological, medical, botanical, geographic, sexual and taxonomic flavour. As he saunters around Brooklyn and Manhattan, boarding omnibuses on Broadway and carousing with bohemians at Pfaff's saloon, he undertakes a kind of cruising for specimens. (Or rather, his cruising inevitably yields them.) When he visits wounded soldiers during the war, he glosses them as 'some specimen cases' (as one entry from 1863 has it): 'In one of the hospitals I find Thomas Haley, company M, 4th New York cavalry - a regular Irish boy, a fine specimen of youthful physical manliness - shot through the lungs - inevitably dying - came over to this country from Ireland to enlist - has not a single friend or acquaintance here.'
His anatomies of gazes - exchanged with soldiers, workers and indeed Lincoln - point to an emotionally charged epistemological technology, a method of apprehension and classification, a queer blend of appraisal and prospective intimacy. Whitman was himself meant to become a very particular kind of specimen: his brain was donated to the American Anthropometric Society, of which he was a member, where it would join other 19th-century worthies' brains in a collection known as the 'Brain Club'. An incompetent pathologist failed to seal the specimen jar properly and the brain spoiled.
Specimen Days presents itself as a response to an unnamed friend 'insisting' on some biographical details. Its mode is often casual, with supposedly unrevised yet freely recycled materials; it is compulsively notated yet retains an improvisational air. The rapid run through memories of Whitman's early life modulates into the Civil War entries, 'mostly verbatim transcripts from Notes on the spot and at the time'. They record Whitman's years visiting camps and battlefields and nursing the wounded in various makeshift hospitals around Washington. These entries have a hallucinatory intensity and give a month by month, sometimes day by day, sense of the vertiginousness of the war, its changing fortunes, specific battles, the horrors of disease, amputation and mass death. They are both a record of serial encounters and a form of impassioned remembrance; they are also a peculiar litany offered under the sign of Union, the wounded inspected and presented as specimens of national manly virtue - this is the case whether they are Union or 'secesh' soldiers. It was important for Whitman that the Civil War be understood as an internal conflict, the field on which the 'new virtue' of Union was violently tested and secured. Thus his investment in Lincoln: 'UNIONISM, in its truest and amplest sense, form'd the hard-pan of his character.'
During the war, the keen-eyed observer of Whitman's earlier work - the haunter of the Long Island shore, the journalist, the flaneur - was brought into a new arena. One aim of the Memoranda was to make the hospital a theatre of war equal to the battlefield: 'The hospital part of the drama ... deserves indeed to be recorded.' This was in part a non-combatant's attempt to rise to the horrific, galvanising moment: 'It seem'd sometimes as if the whole interest of the land, North and South, was one vast central hospital, and all the rest of the affair but flanges.' Reading these entries, one can't help but feel that Whitman's Unionism sometimes becomes a grossly assimilative machine, as he adopts a prematurely post-partisan stance, rapidly absorbing the Confederate dead into the Union: 'the dead, the dead, the dead - our dead - or South or North, ours all, (all, all, all, finally dear to me) - or East or West - Atlantic coast or Mississippi valley.' (Too soon, Walt!)
Despite mention of 'secession slavery, the arch-enemy personified', ideological conflict recedes in the Civil War entries; indeed, it barely surfaces. What is foregrounded is the pathos of (white) male youths near death, the stoicism of 'our boys', a spectacle of suffering desperately redeemed by the hard-won Union victory. Occasionally the soldiers seem grist for Whitman's visionary mill:
Every now and then, in hospital or camp, there are beings I meet - specimens of unworldliness, disinterestedness, and animal purity and heroism - perhaps some unconscious Indianian, or from Ohio or Tennessee - on whose birth the calmness of heaven seems to have descended, and whose gradual growing up, whatever the circumstances of work-life or change, or hardship, or small or no education that attended it, the power of a strange spiritual sweetness, fibre and inward health, have also attended.

Whitman visited the wounded for three years, distributing money (given to him by wealthy supporters) and food, writing letters home on the soldiers' behalf, soliciting their needs (and occasionally those of 'lady-nurses'). Among the requests:
D.S.G., bed 52, wants a good book; has a sore, weak throat; would like some horehound candy; is from New Jersey, 28th regiment. C.H.L., 145th Pennsylvania, lies in bed 6, with jaundice and erysipelas; also wounded; stomach easily nauseated; bring him some oranges, also a little tart jelly; hearty, full-blooded young fellow - (he got better in a few days, and is now home on a furlough.) J.H.C., bed 24, wants an undershirt, drawers and socks; has not had a change for quite a while; is evidently a neat, clean boy from New England - (I supplied him; also with a comb, toothbrush, and some soap and towels; I noticed afterwards he was the cleanest of the whole ward.) Mrs G., lady-nurse, ward F, wants a bottle of brandy - has two patients imperatively requiring stimulus - low with wounds and exhaustion. (I supplied her with a bottle of first-rate brandy from the Christian commission rooms.)

Itemisation here takes on a liturgical quality - sanctifying what the boys and men were asking for, what they said before dying, the depth of their gazes, their stunned loneliness.
There are awful passages - about piles of amputated hands and feet - and the effect is of a strange, violent, barely suppressed horror suffused with gothic moonlight. As the war approached its end, the buildings that had been commandeered as provisional hospitals reverted to their original use, inducing a kind of vertigo, as when Whitman writes of the ball celebrating Lincoln's second inauguration in 1865:
6 March - I have been up to look at the dance and supper rooms, for the inauguration ball at the Patent office; and I could not help thinking, what a different scene they presented to my view a while since, fill'd with a crowded mass of the worst wounded of the war, brought in from second Bull Run, Antietam and Fredericksburgh. Tonight, beautiful women, perfumes, the violins' sweetness, the polka and the waltz; then the amputation, the blue face, the groan, the glassy eye of the dying, the clotted rag, the odour of wounds and blood.

What doesn't  much show up in Specimen Days: Black people (enslaved or free), women, Indigenous people. Whitman's prewar experiences of volatile Democratic party politics; his postwar work at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (from which he was fired for his 'indecent' writings). His difficult, unmoored years after the war. His many love affairs with men. What it was like to be writing, and to have written, the first edition of Leaves of Grass. Here, we get a few intriguing titbits. We can credit the book, at least in part, to the conversable omnibus drivers of mid-19th-century Manhattan, or so Whitman suggests parenthetically in Specimen Days: '(I suppose the critics will laugh heartily, but the influence of those Broadway omnibus jaunts and drivers and declamations and escapades undoubtedly enter'd into the gestation of Leaves of Grass)'.
Whitman leaps over the immediate post-war years and moves on to the most compelling section of Specimen Days, the entries begun in the 1870s during his partial recovery from his stroke. This calamity ultimately turned him towards a new kind of nature writing. If his incessant salutes to health and manliness run the risk of bordering on proto-eugenics, you also find throughout his work a core string vibrating with sensitivity to weakness, sickness, injury, vulnerability (see, for example, the runaway slave, the taunted prostitute, the suicide in 'Song of Myself'). The nature-oriented section of Specimen Days traces the biographical arc of a man ageing, often infirm, warding off depression, fortifying himself: 'Shall I tell you, reader, to what I attribute my already much-restored health? That I have been almost two years, off and on, without drugs and medicines, and daily in the open air.'
Whitman gives himself over to outdoor composition, his passion for note-taking revived: 'Wherever I go, indeed, winter or summer, city or country, alone at home or travelling, I must take notes - (the ruling passion strong in age and disablement, and even the approach of - but I must not say it yet).' He had a habit of inscribing his age as well as his body in his works. In 'Song of Myself' (as of the 1881-82 edition), Whitman is forever '37 years old in perfect health'. In Specimen Days, we encounter the poet at 60, then 63, 64, just shy of 70, an old man, 'half-paralytic'. Beyond its elliptical, fragmentary nature, its outdoor set pieces, its complex ecological ruminations, its portraits of Lincoln and other representative men, Specimen Days offers a subtle and accumulative reckoning with illness, disability and ageing.
As Whitman becomes a meditative naturalist, he dramatically announces his turn 'away from ligatures, tight boots, buttons and the whole cast-iron civilised life - from entourage of artificial store, machine, studio, office, parlour - from tailordom and fashion's clothes - from any clothes, perhaps'. He salutes the bees, 'those crooning, hairy insects', and hails the sun 'streaming kissingly and almost hot on my face'. Of the song of the locust: 'what a swing there is in that brassy drone, round and round, cymballine - or like the whirling of brass quoits.' The cataloguing impulse of 'Song of Myself' manifests here in richly sensuous prose, as when Whitman echolocates himself mid-afternoon on 9 February 1878 in 'one of my nooks south of the barn': 'The perpetual rustle of dry corn-stalks, the low sough of the wind round the barn gables, the grunting of pigs, the distant whistle of a locomotive, and occasional crowing of chanticleers, are the sounds.' It's as if he is re-sounding his earlier note in 'Song of Myself': 'Now I will do nothing but listen.' Such sensory data-gathering recurs in his noticing 'perfumes' and odours. He wanted 'a certain aroma of Nature' and here he catches it.
Whitman's nature notes reveal a sometimes doleful cast of mind below the delightful notations of the present: of birdsong, trees, the frolics of two kingfishers, the specifics of the evening sky. These entries are filled with appealing asides and pungent phrasings - as when he mentions his 'favourite dish, currants and raspberries, mixed, sugar'd, fresh and ripe from the bushes - I pick 'em myself.' We are offered catalogues of steamboats on the Hudson, snatches of conversations heard on the ferry across the Delaware River, lists of wildflowers and favourite trees.
In one extended entry ('A Sun-Bath - Nakedness'), he presents himself genially and mock-heroically undertaking his self-administered course of physical therapy. On 27 August 1877, he made his way to his favourite dell:
It was just the place and time for my Adamic air-bath and flesh-brushing from head to foot. So hanging clothes on a rail nearby, keeping old broadbrim straw on head and easy shoes on feet, havn't I had a good time the last two hours! First with the stiff-elastic bristles rasping arms, breast, sides, till they turn'd scarlet - then partially bathing in the clear waters of the running brook - taking everything very leisurely, with many rests and pauses - stepping about barefooted every few minutes now and then in some neighbouring black ooze, for unctuous mud-bath to my feet - a brief second and third rinsing in the crystal running waters - rubbing with the fragrant towel - slow negligent promenades on the turf up and down in the sun, varied with occasional rests, and further frictions of the bristle-brush - sometimes carrying my portable chair with me from place to place, as my range is quite extensive here, nearly a hundred rods, feeling quite secure from intrusion, (and that indeed I am not at all nervous about, if it accidentally happens).

We get other similar depictions of Whitman alone, exercising, 'hobbling', declaiming Shakespeare, singing 'the wild tunes and refrains I heard of the blacks down south, or patriotic songs I learn'd in the army'. The miscellaneous quality of the work also allows for such singular visions as this: 'I had a sort of dream-trance the other day, in which I saw my favourite trees step out and promenade up, down and around, very curiously - with a whisper from one, leaning down as he pass'd me, We do all this on the present occasion, exceptionally, just for you.'
Whitman presents these nature notes as the result of a failed poetic project, the alternative to what might have been a poem:
My plan in starting what constitutes most of the middle of the book was originally for hints and data of a Nature-poem that should carry one's experiences a few hours, commencing at noon-flush, and so through the after-part of the day - I suppose led to such idea by my own life-afternoon now arrived. But I soon found I could move at more ease, by giving the narrative at first hand.

One would rather have these shimmering entries than another laboured, aspirationally world-historical poem. And there is something appealing about his Prospero-like abjuration of literary working-up: 'Nature seems to look on all fixed-up poetry and art as something almost impertinent ... Literature flies so high and is so hotly spiced, that our notes may seem hardly more than breaths of common air or draughts of water to drink.' This apparent modesty is as rhetorical as the most florid bid for literary distinction. One of Whitman's recurring motifs is his imagined dissolution of himself into a prospective commons. ('I depart as air.') Breathe him, drink him, look for him under your boot soles.
Specimen Days reminds us of the extent to which Whitman carried forward a legacy of democratic revolution: in his admiration for Thomas Paine (whom his father knew), his anti-clericalism, his hailing of 'the severance of ... government from all ecclesiastical and superstitious dominion', his bashing of 'apologists for plutocracy', his commitment to 'radical human rights'. A close reader of Hegel, a self-fashioning vector of the Spirit of the Age, he continues to contain unsynthesised and unsynthesisable multitudes.
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Only one of them had elephants
Michael Kulikowski

2689 wordsIn August  378 AD, the Roman army suffered a catastrophic defeat at Adrianople, near modern Edirne on what is now the Turkish-Bulgarian border. Tens of thousands of soldiers were slaughtered when the Gothic cavalry fell on the Roman flank. The high command of the eastern empire was almost completely wiped out and the Emperor Valens died on the battlefield, his body never recovered. Amid the blame game that began instantaneously, one voice that stands out is that of the soldier and historian Ammianus Marcellinus. Yes, he wrote, Adrianople had been an appalling bloodbath. But it was not without precedent and the Roman Empire would recover - it had recovered from Cannae, which meant it could recover from anything.
 Though it was fought six hundred years before Adrianople, the Battle of Cannae remained proverbial. In 217 BC, at Lake Trasimene in Etruria, the Carthaginian general Hannibal had trapped and massacred one of Rome's two consular armies, killing or capturing 25,000 men. Then, bypassing Rome itself, Hannibal marched south, devastating Campania and wintering in Apulia. The consuls of 216, each with an army tens of thousands strong, found him there next spring and brought him to battle at Cannae. Anchoring one flank on the line of the river Aufidus, Hannibal pulled off a perfect encirclement, luring the Roman legions to his retiring centre and then wrapping around them with Numidian, Spanish and Gallic cavalry. In the slaughter that followed at least 50,000 were killed, including one of the consuls and about a third of Rome's senators. Only a few thousand men escaped. And yet Rome recovered. One of the marvels of ancient history is the Roman willingness to sustain heavy casualties, raise yet more soldiers and sacrifice them, too, rather than accept a losing peace. No other ancient state behaved like that. The expansive Roman approach to granting citizenship, as well as fortunate demography, are part of the explanation, but it is also the flip side of the implacable destruction that Roman armies were all too happy to unleash. And so Rome survived Cannae. Its control of the sea denied Hannibal supplies and reinforcements from North Africa, while a new strategy of shadowing his movements but refusing battle prolonged the war in Italy for more than a decade.
 Cannae made Hannibal more than just another name in the endless list of Rome's enemies, but the elephants helped too. Twenty of them, a mix of Indian and North African forest elephants, marched from Spain to Italy with Hannibal and his enormous army in 218. It took him fifteen days to cross the Alps, perhaps via the Col du Clapier or the Col de la Traversette, and descend on a slumbering Italy. The giant tropical creatures struggling through Alpine snow proved an indelible subject for painters including Turner and Poussin and kept Hannibal's war alive in collective memory like no other Roman conflict. Of his Roman adversaries, none has anything approaching his fame, though Publius Cornelius Scipio comes closest: it was Scipio who took the war to Africa, forcing Hannibal's recall from Italy, and won the decisive victory of the Second Punic War at Zama, now al-Jamah in Tunisia, for which he was surnamed Africanus.
 Born into one of Rome's great patrician clans in 236 BC, Scipio was the son, nephew and grandson of consuls. He is said to have saved his father's life in the battle of Ticinus and to have rallied the survivors of Cannae. A master tactician, his campaigns against Carthaginian forces in Spain and his intensive drilling of his troops introduced a new flexibility to the Roman order of battle. For B.H. Liddell Hart, whose military histories were ubiquitous during the 20th century, Scipio was 'greater than Napoleon' and his strategies are still studied in army colleges. Alongside this Scipio stands the version created by Cicero, whose 'Dream of Scipio' (part of the now fragmentary De re publica) is preserved in its entirety in a commentary by Macrobius, a fifth-century Neoplatonist. In it, Scipio's grandson by adoption, Scipio Aemilianus, also a military hero, dreams of a dialogue with his grandfather, who foretells his future and says that after death he will rise to the stars and hear the music of the spheres. This vision of the heavens teaches the younger Scipio that Rome is merely a small part of the vast universe, a topic dear to the Neoplatonists and to those medieval Christians who found Macrobius' handbook of cosmology indispensable: well over two hundred manuscript copies survive from every corner of the Latin Middle Ages. The Scipiones, grandfather and grandson, became moral exempla for the ages.
 For the historical Scipio, as for Hannibal, we are tightly constrained by our sources. Books 21-30 of Livy's history of Rome cover the Second Punic War, and survive complete in a tradition reaching back to an uncial manuscript of the fifth century that can be consulted online in the Bibliotheque Nationale's expertly digitised version. By the end of the Middle Ages, Florentine humanists had rediscovered the first pentad of Polybius' Histories, which covered the same period and on which Livy drew and elaborated. Livy is copious to a fault, and Polybius not much briefer, but their testimonies are not independent and there is very little to check them against. They contain more than enough material for a modern narrative treatment, but whether one can extract from them a biography of Hannibal or Scipio is another question. As to their parallel lives, Plutarch, who invented the genre, paired Scipio Africanus with the Theban general Epaminondas, not with Hannibal (who didn't fit Plutarch's schema, being neither Greek nor Roman). The parallels between Hannibal and Scipio are pretty tenuous: both spent years campaigning in foreign lands; both their careers ended in bitter failure, brought down by domestic rivals; and that's about it. Their lives did intersect fatefully twice, at the Battle of Zama and in Asia Minor during the Roman war against the Seleucid king Antiochus III, where Publius Scipio served as his brother Lucius' legate and Hannibal was a guest at Antiochus' court. Livy has an anecdote about them meeting and exchanging views on generalship, but the whole episode is deeply improbable. It is not impossible, however, and whether or not to accept it is discussed in a valuable section of Simon Hornblower's dense, episodic book, a series of pointillist case studies rather than a traditional narrative or joint biography. Though it will be hard going for the general reader, Hornblower's approach throws up interesting juxtapositions between the protagonists and the societies that produced them.
 Hannibal, born at Carthage in 247, was a decade older than Scipio. His childhood and adolescence were spent in Spain. His father, Hamilcar Barca, an experienced general and veteran of the first war between Rome and Carthage, had invaded the Iberian peninsula for its silver mines, to replace the ones Carthage had lost to Rome in Sardinia and Sicily. Hamilcar, it was said, made the child Hannibal swear never to be the friend of Rome, a not wholly implausible story, though - like everything else about the Carthaginians - transmitted by the Romans who defeated them. Hamilcar died fighting and was succeeded by his son-in-law Hasdrubal, who negotiated a treaty with the Romans that set the river Ebro as the demarcation line between their spheres of influence. Rome's subsequent alliance with Saguntum, a port a hundred miles south of the Ebro, was deliberately provocative and understood as such. When Hannibal succeeded to his brother-in-law's command in 221, he decided to make an example of the city, and took it in 219 after a nine-month siege.
 This guaranteed a war with Rome, and a consular army, led by Africanus' father (another Publius Cornelius Scipio), was en route to Spain when Hannibal wrongfooted everyone with his lightning march into Italy. The elder Scipio ordered his brother Gnaeus to continue to Spain in order to prevent Carthaginian reinforcements from coming overland, while he marched back to Italy and fought in the long string of defeats that Hannibal inflicted on the Romans. Both Scipiones were fighting in Spain by 217, keeping Hannibal's allies pinned down and winning a series of victories that counterbalanced Rome's many failures in Italy. In 211, the brothers died in battle in Spain, and the future Africanus found his moment. Elected by popular acclaim to succeed his father and uncle, he was given an unprecedented command that allowed him to wield the authority of a proconsul without having first held the consulate. In a long list of heroic exploits, his capture of New Carthage (Cartagena in Murcia) in 209 was the most celebrated. The city was joined to the mainland by a narrow isthmus, with a deep-sea harbour to the south and a marshy lagoon to the north. Repelled after attempting a frontal assault along the isthmus, Scipio realised that a combination of the ebb tide and a powerful north wind had made the lagoon fordable, so he crossed it and took the city from its undefended northern side. He had been guided, he said, by a visitation from Neptune, though others suggested it was the sight of a heron wading in the shallow water, or more prosaically the reports of local fishermen.
 After years of success in Spain, Scipio returned to Italy and was elected consul for 205. At first prevented by political rivalries from taking the war to Africa, he did so as proconsul the following year. His goal was to inflict enough pain on Carthage's hinterland that Hannibal would withdraw from Italy to protect his homeland. It worked. Scipio also succeeded in detaching the powerful Numidian chieftain Masinissa from his Carthaginian alliance. Numidian cavalry fought bravely for the Romans at Zama in 202, and thanks to Scipio's tactical innovations his units were able to detach from one another and allow Hannibal's war elephants to pass harmlessly between them. Victory was total and peace was imposed on Roman terms: an indemnity of two hundred talents of silver every year for fifty years, or 260 tonnes in all. Rome wanted to cripple Carthage, which meant there could be no long-term stabilisation in relations. The victory led to a new phase in Roman imperialism. Spain became a theatre of perpetual war for nearly two hundred years, until the whole peninsula was subdued under Augustus. Macedon, whose king had unwisely contracted an alliance with Hannibal that did neither of them any good, was chastised and set on a path that led, two generations later, to the kingdom's abolition and the creation of a Roman province in its place. The fight against Macedon meant taking seriously the endless intrigues of Greek cities and confederations, and these ultimately resulted in the war with Antiochus III, who had made good on his dynasty's claim to Thrace and was tired of Roman bullying.
After Zama 
, neither Hannibal nor Scipio showed the talent for peace that they had for war. As befitted his great fame and moral authority, Scipio was elected censor in 199, but did nothing of note in the role. He became princeps senatus - his name was placed first in the roster of senators - and was elected consul for a second time in 194, but prevented from campaigning against Antiochus as he wished. Hannibal, meanwhile, spent seven years at Carthage following his defeat. The Carthaginian system of government is known only sketchily and some of what Latin authors tell us may be calqued from Roman models. Two elected magistrates called sufetes were elected annually from among the city's leading families but, unlike Roman consuls, did not command armies. Generals were elected separately and there was also a powerful body of judges who served for life and ensured oligarchic hegemony. Hannibal was elected sufete in 196 and seems to have taken measures to weaken the judges' grip and to reorganise state finances so the annual indemnity to Rome could be paid without excessive taxation. His reforming zeal (if that's what it was) made him new enemies and enraged old ones. They alleged to the Romans that he was carrying on an intrigue with Antiochus. When a Roman commission of inquiry arrived to investigate in 195, Hannibal fled. Whether or not he had been corresponding with Antiochus, it was in the Seleucid Empire that he now sought refuge. He accompanied the king on his campaigns in Greece in 192, though he seems not to have been present at the defeat at Thermopylae in April 191. Antiochus then retreated to Asia Minor, while the Rhodians, who were allies of Rome, defeated the Seleucid navy and cleared the way for the Romans to advance across the Hellespont. They were led by Africanus' younger brother, Lucius Scipio; Africanus served as legate and adviser. Illness prevented him from taking part in the final defeat of Antiochus at Magnesia, inland from modern Izmir, in December 190. Lucius dictated the terms of a truce and returned to Rome in triumph, adopting the triumphal cognomen Asiagenes, as his brother had Africanus. The latter, meanwhile, negotiated the permanent peace, agreed at Apamea in 188.
 Among its terms, unsurprisingly, was the surrender of Hannibal, but he had fled again, perhaps to Crete, though the evidence is poor. We next find him in Armenia, no longer under Seleucid hegemony, and then in the kingdom of Bithynia, which stretched along the Black Sea coast from the Asian shore of the Bosporus as far as modern Amasra. Perpetually at odds with the neighbouring kingdom of Pergamon, Prusias, the Bithynian king, had remained neutral in the war between Rome and Antiochus, but his long alliance with the Macedonian kings made him an object of Roman suspicion. At Apamea, the Romans ordered him to cede control of Phrygia (the region to the west of modern Ankara) to Pergamon. He refused and the two kingdoms launched a war in which Hannibal is said, most improbably, to have commanded the Bithynian navy and defeated a Pergamene fleet by catapulting pots of venomous snakes onto the enemy ships. Finally, in 183, the Romans demanded that Prusias hand Hannibal over. Anticipating betrayal, he took poison.
 Scipio's last days were no happier. Rome's leading families, in their fierce competition for public office, were reflexively hostile to any member of their order who accumulated too much wealth, fame or prestige. The Scipiones were bound to be resented. Their enemies, led by the hero of Thermopylae, Marcus Porcius Cato, brought charges of embezzlement against one or both of the brothers, and may have accused Africanus of accepting bribes from Antiochus. The narrative is tangled, but Cato, censor in 184, seems to have stripped Asiagenes of his right to a horse at public expense, a privilege reserved to Rome's two leading orders. Rather than suffer harassment, Africanus retired to a villa in Liternum on the coast of Campania north of Naples. He died there in 183, the same year as Hannibal.
 His reputation was burnished retrospectively by the glorious career of his adoptive grandson, Scipio Aemilianus. But his two other grandsons were as notorious as they were famous. Scipio's daughter, the younger Cornelia (Roman women were not given individual names, merely the feminine of the family name), married Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, who had served with her father and uncle in Asia and later covered himself in glory by defeating the Celtiberians. The marriage produced twelve children, but only three lived to adulthood. The daughter, Sempronia, married her adoptive cousin, Scipio Aemilianus. The two sons, Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, as tribunes of the plebs advocated land reform and redistribution. Hate figures for the later oligarchy, heroes to future reformers, both died by violence of the sort that would plague the late republic and ultimately result in the Augustan empire. Their notoriety helped keep the fame of Africanus alive, even if couched as a warning of the way ancestral virtue could be degraded in subsequent generations. Rome was still wrestling with the meaning of the Gracchi when Cicero wrote his 'Dream of Scipio' and cemented the Scipionic legend. Hannibal had no offspring, as far as we know, and no political legacy to speak of, but he is the one who lives on in popular memory. Blame the elephants.
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Two Poems
Robert Crawford

276 wordsSummer School
in memory of Michael Longley
The Antrim Glens: you,
Edna, Seamus and Ovid
Teaching us summer.
Sum
in memory of John Burnside
One offered us his yellow teapot, then later fell into a Japanese volcano.
One always had a twinkle in his cigarette.
One motorbiked in leathers on poebiz through central Paris.
One carried a dog in a cage.
One wrote in fountain pen with a label poking above his sweater's neckline.
One never blotted out a line.
One drove a hired car through a pedestrian-only mall.
One, applauded by her audience, said to a latecomer, 'Oh, hello, Mum.'
One with a pigtail had a taste for pibroch.
One inquired, 'Do you mind if I sew?'
One wore a fob watch in a tweed waistcoat pocket.
One excused himself for a toilet break during his own long poem.
One snuggled in an armchair on a pier.
One had a contract specifying his tipple.
One spoke breathily through protruding teeth.
One denounced the girning of a coffee machine.
One was mangled in a car crash.
One, stuffing a rucksack with unsold copies, sighed, 'Ah, the books, the books ...'
One pointedly requested a babysitter.
One asked his bullied son, 'Would you like me to show you how to really hurt someone?'
One offered a business card.
One fell asleep, drunk on the floor, at his own gig.
One tripped and turned his elbow to dust.
One was mistaken for a bag lady.
One walked, bent double, down a subterranean tunnel.
One contemplated a yoghurt pot.
One studied nude mice in a lab in Prague.
One said, 'Burn something, then use the ash.'
Add them up. The answer is one.
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New Deal at Dunkirk
Geoffrey Wheatcroft

3418 wordsWhen  Neville Chamberlain declared war in September 1939, the Conservatives had been in power for a couple of decades, interrupted only briefly by the first two Labour governments. They had been in coalition for much of that time, but had always been the dominant party, and the government formed when the second Labour administration collapsed in the wake of the 1931 financial crisis was 'national' in name only. It was an example of the sinuous adaptability and capacity for reacting to circumstance that have made the Tories so effective at attaining and retaining power. There has been something called a Tory Party in England since the reign of Charles II, and though one would be hard put to find much resemblance between the 'Church and King' Tories and the rabble who contested the leadership of the Conservative Party last year, it is without question the most successful political party in modern European history.
Sometimes it has been a force of reaction, in the spirit of Lord Salisbury, a clever obscurantist who was prime minister three times late in Victoria's reign and acted on his own principle: 'Whatever happens will be for the worse, and it is therefore in our interest that as little should happen as possible.' But blind reaction wouldn't have sustained the Tories indefinitely. During his meteorically brief political career in the 1880s, Lord Randolph Churchill, following Disraeli's lead, organised the Conservative Party as a national force and propounded the idea of 'Tory democracy'. Salisbury derided the phrase and Churchill himself said privately it was 'mostly demagogy'. And yet, as Sebastian Haffner wrote in a short Life of Winston Churchill intended for German readers, Lord Randolph had in fact conjured up the mixture of patriotism and welfare that would sustain most European parties of the democratic right over the next century.
In the spring of 1940, the Germans invaded Norway and a disastrous British campaign was launched in response. The Norway debate in the House of Commons effectively ended Chamberlain's premiership. Churchill became prime minister and created a genuinely 'national' government just as the Germans invaded the Low Countries and France. Churchill's relations with the Tories were difficult, and for a moment he seemed to stand above party, with a cabinet that included the party leaders: Clement Attlee of Labour; Sir Archibald Sinclair of the Liberals; and Chamberlain himself, who was given a nominal post and remained Conservative leader until he was diagnosed with terminal cancer, resigning in October 1940 and dying a month later. Churchill succeeded him in the leadership, a position he wouldn't have won in any other circumstances. Many Tories would have been astonished, or horrified, had they known that he would lead the party for the next fifteen years, into his dotage.
The national government resulted in the effective suspension of ordinary party politics. A 'party truce' meant that when a Labour MP died or resigned the Tories and Liberals didn't run candidates at the subsequent by-election and vice versa, though there was nothing to stop independents from standing: many did, and quite often won. Parliament still held debates, and Churchill faced regular criticism and occasional confidence votes. But the decision by Parliament to carry on beyond its statutory five-year term, as it had also done during the First World War, led to the longest interval between parliamentary elections of modern times: nine and a half years. And so the 'constellation of pressure groups, publications and informal political circles which orbited around the Conservative Party', and which Kit Kowol calls the wartime 'Conservative movement', grew in size and importance 'precisely because many of the party's official bodies were mothballed and much of its activities were curtailed'. That movement is the main subject of Kowol's absorbing and original Blue Jerusalem.
Churchill himself doesn't play a large part in this story. His energies were devoted to the war, and he was usually deaf to any talk of what would follow victory, whether from his 'hostilities only' Labour colleagues Attlee and Ernest Bevin when they tried to discuss postwar domestic reconstruction, or from the Tories Anthony Eden and Duff Cooper, who told him that after the war Britain would find the leadership of Europe there for the taking. Over five years, Churchill's abilities as a strategist were tested and he sometimes failed, but he was triumphantly successful in creating a narrative, the heroic story of an island people resisting an evil tyrant and leading Europe to glorious victory. This was later challenged by historians on the right such as Correlli Barnett and John Charmley, who claimed that the war was a calamity for Britain, with consequences from near national bankruptcy and humiliating dependence on American financial support to industrial decline, Soviet domination of much of Europe and the loss of empire.
But another narrative 'remains remarkably dominant', as Kowol says. In 1941 George Orwell published his socialist-patriotic essay 'The Lion and the Unicorn', whose arguments were similar to those of J.B. Priestley in the Sunday evening radio broadcasts aired from June to October 1940 which so irritated Churchill that he exerted his influence in getting them cancelled. Paul Addison's book The Road to 1945, published fifty years ago, argued that Orwell and Priestley's rhetoric indicates that 'the summer of 1940 saw a decisive popular shift to the left in Britain, a "new deal at Dunkirk",' and that military failure and the heroic rescue of the British Expeditionary Force 'damned prewar Conservatives and Conservatism in the eyes of the public, who came to recognise the necessity of a "People's War"'.
Kowol takes issue with that claim. He begins not with a politician but with John Baker White, a reserve officer in the London Rifle Brigade before the war and then a serving officer. Baker White kept a journal, a curious but fascinating document which was published in 1942 as A Soldier Dares to Think. He was exhilarated by the new wartime spirit, a selflessness and sacrifice that would, he thought, break down class barriers. He wrote an 'open letter to Hitler' in September 1940, telling him that 'the soft easy-going Britain that you thought you knew and could destroy is dead; a new Britain that you will never understand, a new Britain that will destroy you is born.'
This might seem to chime with the Orwell-Priestley line, and 'sounds in tune with the supposed "Spirit of '45"', what Kowol calls an 'elated national mood' that heralded the creation of the first ever majority Labour government, which 'pledged to build a "New Jerusalem" after the war' with a new National Health Service, full employment and the beginning of the process which would turn the British Empire into the Commonwealth. But, as Kowol notes, 'Baker White was a Conservative, and a decidedly reactionary one.'
There was a large variety of competing visions on the right, calls for
a new age of industrial leadership and high technology, dreams of rural reconstruction and aristocratic revival, libertarian proposals for laissez-faire, free trade and global government, imperialist visions of highly regulated empires, as well as proposals for the creation of a new Christian state in Britain and a revived Christendom in Europe. They reflected the diverse range of political traditions that the Conservative Party contained.

For a few on the far right the coming of war was itself a defeat. One Tory MP, Captain Archibald Ramsay, was so nakedly Teutophile and antisemitic that he was interned in 1940 along with Oswald Mosley. Another fascisant MP, Sir Arnold Wilson, chose expiation by enlisting in the RAF. Having somewhat surprisingly been accepted as a tail-gunner at the age of 55, he was killed when his bomber came down in France, but his memory inspired the character of Pilot Officer Sir George Corbett in the 1942 Powell and Pressburger flag-waver One of Our Aircraft Is Missing.
Even if they had been appeasers, most Conservatives accepted the patriotic necessity of the war, but had many different ideas about what its outcome should be, some as optimistic as any socialist dreams of the future and some downright dodgy. The now forgotten Federal Union movement, which had begun before the war and advocated a federation of the world's democracies, attracted the Tory MP Richard Law as well as supporters as diverse and unlikely as Bevin and the free-market economist Friedrich Hayek. Another groupuscule, Union and Reconstruction, foresaw a national rebirth which would end unemployment and hunger. This was outlined in the polemic Britain Awake!, published in April 1940, but the real meaning of its condemnation of 'International Money Power' was clear enough, particularly since its authors were the financier Henry Drummond Wolff, whose antisemitism was well known, and Arthur Bryant.
A successful author of patriotic potboilers, Bryant had been caught out by the war, which began within a few months of the publication of his book Unfinished Victory. This described how 'the native Germans ... were now confronted with a problem - that of rescuing their indigenous culture from an alien hand and restoring it to their own race.' There was no doubt about the meaning of 'alien hand', and Bryant belatedly tried to suppress the book and to buy up copies from bookshops. It's almost a relief to turn to Robert Vansittart, permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office until his vehement opposition to appeasement led Chamberlain to kick him upstairs to the House of Lords, who proposed a different enemy: Prussia and Prussianism. He told Lord Halifax that the war had come about because of 'a refusal to swallow the hard fact that 80 per cent of the German race are the political and moral scum of the earth'.
Some patriotic and bellicose musings had a religious flavour, from T.S. Eliot's 'History is now and England' to Dorothy L. Sayers's 'Praise God, now, for an English war.' After the fall of France, Britain no longer had troublesome allies to deal with, and George VI was only one of many who felt relieved by this, though Kowol points out that the country was very far from alone: Britain was sustained by the fighting forces as well as the exiled governments of the conquered European countries, as well as the human and material resources of a vast empire.
Later the embodiment of pragmatic Conservatism, R.A. Butler improbably pushed 'for the very boldest types of reconstruction imaginable by proposing the creation of a new kind of Christian state', which would combine what were claimed to be ancient national traditions of freedom 'with the loyalty and discipline supposedly exhibited by totalitarian states'. In a BBC broadcast in December 1940, published in the Listener as 'Establishing a Christian Civilisation', Butler said that Christianity was not a 'pious institutional exercise' but a 'way of living', and that Christian morality could adapt itself to the modern state.
Some on the left dreamed of a 'nation in arms' or a popular militia, but this was never likely. As Stafford Cripps, the leader of the Labour left, put it, 'you can't fight total war and have a revolution on your hands at the same time.' Although Kowol says that 'the maritime approach to fighting a war of endurance ending in a negotiated peace was acceptable to more Conservatives for longer than has hitherto been recognised,' this also seems irrelevant. After the heroic triad of Dunkirk, Battle of Britain and Blitz, and as Churchill's rhetoric as prime minister makes clear - his first speech cited 'the united and inflexible resolve of the nation to prosecute the war with Germany to a victorious conclusion' - negotiated peace with Hitler was out of the question.
But how to reach that 'victorious conclusion'? In practice, British grand strategy was a blend of Micawberite waiting for something to turn up and one of the songs the Tommies had sung in the last war, 'We're 'ere because we're 'ere because we're 'ere,' notably in the Mediterranean. The question of allies was answered in 1941 when Hitler took the decision away from the British, and sealed his own fate, by invading Russia and declaring war on the United States. While many Conservatives were uneasy about Churchill's immediate embrace of Stalin as an ally, communists began painting the slogan 'Second Front Now' all over London, and found an unexpected supporter in Lord Beaverbrook, whose position as a government minister didn't stop him publicly advocating a second front or a British invasion of Europe - a complete fantasy at that point.
For half a century Beaverbrook was a malign force in British journalism and politics, a seducer, a flatterer and a corrupter, a bully, a liar and a crook. During the war he held an odd and uneasy position as a court favourite, and few things in Churchill's life are stranger than his continuing fondness for Beaverbrook, even when Beaverbrook was betraying him, not only as a drama queen who flounced in and out of the war cabinet, but in his newfound affection for Stalin and the Soviet Union. Kowol suggests that this stemmed from his belief that 'a close alliance with the Soviets and an early "second front" attack on Western Europe would in the long run protect the British Empire from excessive American influence,' but this scarcely explains Beaverbrook's praise of Stalin in a BBC broadcast as a great 'judge of values', or his assurance to the House of Lords that there was complete religious freedom in the USSR and no antisemitism. This wasn't long after Beaverbrook had told an American associate that the London press was largely under Jewish control, and that 'the News Chronicle should really be the Jews Chronicle.'
Far more important in the story of the war, however, was Social Insurance and Allied Services, always known as the Beveridge Report, an unlikely bestseller when it was published in November 1942. William Beveridge was and is much misunderstood. He was a lifelong liberal, briefly a Liberal MP, who detested the expression 'welfare state' and was dismayed by the Attlee government's subsequent creation of such a state on managerial-centralist lines, which he hadn't foreseen or intended as the means to conquer the 'five giants' described in his report: 'Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness'.
During 1942 Churchill's position sometimes seemed precarious, as two years of relentless defeat culminated in the fall of Singapore in February and Tobruk in June. This made his response to Beveridge trickier. He disliked Beveridge personally and was indifferent to his report, but others in the party 'believed its emphasis on family and contribution made it an essentially Conservative document', Kowol writes.
The pages of Conservative-leaning newspapers and journals were filled with discussions of its contents, a special internal committee was created to determine the party's response to it, and a group of vigorous young Conservative MPs, in the shape of the Tory Reform Committee (TRC), made a name for themselves by attacking the government for their timidity towards its implementation.

Here the postwar Conservative Party can be seen taking shape. Alexander Macdonald, a union leader, claimed in 1879 that Disraeli's government had done more for the working class in five years than the Liberals had in fifty. And a large part of the foundations of social security and public health legislation had been laid by Neville Chamberlain, much the most active and creative minister between the wars, as minister of health from 1924 to 1929. While many Conservatives lamented Churchill's unwillingness to take the lead on postwar reconstruction, Kowol writes, 'the ideological vacuum he created at the top of the party left those with a greater desire to remake Conservatism with a tempting opportunity.' The 'Individualist' wing of the party, personified by the publisher Ernest Benn (uncle of Tony), for example, hoped that the country would now throw off the yoke of heavy taxation and tyrannical bureaucracy, but one result of the war was that the British had become accustomed to almost untrammelled state power.
After Churchill tried to prolong the wartime government and Labour rightly rebuffed him, the parties came back to life. Conservative officials such as the postwar party chairman Lord Woolton thought that their strongest card at the upcoming general election was Churchill himself, 'the war winner'; the Tory manifesto, entitled 'Mr Churchill's Declaration of Policy to the Electors', didn't even mention the word 'Conservative'. This had worked in 1918, when a coalition led by David Lloyd George, 'the man who won the war', and including the Tories, secured an electoral landslide.
Not this time. Churchill rendered Attlee a great service with his disgraceful broadcast warning that a Labour government wouldn't allow free expression of 'public discontent' and would 'fall back on some form of Gestapo'. The Tory manifesto stressed 'the positive nature of private enterprise, the centrality of family to national life' and the continuity of Britain's institutions, but this wasn't, Kowol says, because 'Conservatives were short of transformative visions or radical policies. Rather, the Conservatives' problem was the excess of radical options - from proposals for a new corporatist economic and social order to dreams of a new kind of Christian state - and the incompatibility between them.'
At the end of the book Kowol claims that though Labour won the election, 'the Conservatives "won" the Second World War because the United Kingdom and British Empire that emerged at the end of the conflict were closer to their vision than that of their political rivals.' Here he takes up an argument on the left, vigorously made as long ago as 1969 by Angus Calder in The People's War: Britain 1939-45, which blamed the Attlee government for its caution and failure to effect truly radical change. While conceding that 'Attlee's decision to maintain party unity, to stick firmly to the electoral truce and to portray Labour as the party of practical patriotism paid enormous dividends in the 1945 general election,' Kowol laments the fact that 'the British Empire, the British army, the established church, the hereditary monarchy and the unreformed Parliament were still there in 1945 ... Elite institutions and authority remained, sometimes weakened, but often strengthened.' Those institutions and that authority, like the enormously increased power of the state, had been fortified by the war.
Not many of the conservative movements Kowol has unearthed had much subsequent relevance. There was no Federal Union of the world's democracies, though there was a United Nations and the beginning of a union of European countries. Union and Reconstruction fizzled out, though if you strip away the antisemitism 'International Money Power' is more formidable than ever. While the 1944 Education Act, sometimes known as the Butler Act, made religious instruction compulsory in British schools, we don't live in the 'new Christian state' Butler hoped for.
The Labour landslide of 1945 surprised Attlee and dismayed Churchill, and the next five years on the right involved a hysterical reaction to its victory. A National Union of the Middle Class challenged the trade unions and recalled the General Strike in minatory words: 'What this Government does not realise is that the Manual Workers cannot do the jobs of the Professional Classes, but if the necessity arises, the Middle Classes can certainly do the jobs of the Manual Workers.' Angela Thirkell's Private Enterprise: A Novel (1947) was a cry of pain about the postwar decline of 'civilisation' in a country where 'the more one's a lady or a gentleman the less chance one has.'
Both radical hopes and reactionary fears were confounded by events, and the differences between Labour and Tory were often narrower than they seemed at the time. The Attlee government created the NHS, but Churchill had said in a radio broadcast in March 1943 that, after victory, 'we must establish on broad and solid foundations a National Health Service,' and the 1945 Conservative manifesto duly promised 'a comprehensive health service covering the whole range of medical treatment from the general practitioner to the specialist ... available to all citizens'. In 1947, the Conservatives' Industrial Charter, which was again Butler's handiwork, accepted the mixed economy and recognised the role of the unions. This was the spirit of Tory government after the party returned to office in 1951, at least until Margaret Thatcher's victory in 1979. Last July the Conservatives suffered one of their intermittent electoral collapses (1906, 1945, 1997), and with only 121 MPs, less than a quarter of the popular vote and Reform vying to be Labour's main rivals, they may look as if they are finished for good, which Kemi Badenoch tells us will mean the end of Western civilisation. But history suggests that it would be a mistake to write them off.
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At Crufts
Rosa Lyster

2676 wordsEvery March 
, over the course of four days, thousands and thousands of dogs go to a conference centre outside Birmingham. They arrive in waves, the dogs, according to the order in which they will be assessed. Breeds being shown at Crufts are divided into seven categories: hound, gundog, pastoral, terrier, toy, utility and working. The schedule changes every year, but this time the terriers and hounds were up first, in their crates and on their leashes, with their hairspray and special dog toothpaste (poultry flavour, liver flavour, coconut and mint). Among them were 138 Afghan hounds, 91 salukis (the ones that look like teenage girls) and 111 Bedlington terriers (the ones that look like the ghosts of lambs).
 The toy and utility breeds were up next. Toys are the frilly, flickery ones, the kind you have under your arm if you are a snooty woman in a children's book. Your Malteses, your Chihuahuas. The utility breeds have no adjectives in common. During the judging, a commentator described the group as 'hugely varied ... we've got some very large breeds, some breeds which were bred for running and some which were bred to be eaten, unfortunately.' There were 174 bulldogs this year and 146 shih tzus (underbite, topknot and 'distinctly arrogant carriage', per the Kennel Club's guidelines). There were 260 Dalmatians.
 I arrived early on day three, just before the gundog judging began. Driving into the National Exhibition Centre, we passed a camper van parked on a verge, not far from a sign that read 'Veterinary advice on CANINE CASTRATION has changed!', with a picture of a dachshund looking scared and embarrassed. The van's door opened, and what must have been a dozen Irish setters came rippling out of it onto the grass, barking at the sun as they stood bright red and shining on the green. They were blazing, heraldic, something you would be lucky to see at the end of a vision quest.
 My taxi driver was in too much of a hurry to slow down for me to take a picture, and I panicked about having no hard evidence of the exhilarating scene I had witnessed. I did not yet know that by the end of the day, ten or even thirty Irish setters standing around in the sun would be as nothing to me, that soon I would scarcely pause to make a note as I got into a hotel lift and observed that it was full of Samoyeds, radiantly white dog-shaped clouds travelling up to the fourth floor in silence, black noses twitching in the dead air.
 If you watch Crufts on TV, as 8.5 million people do every year, you will see some pretty unusual things. Turn on Channel 4 during the International Freestyle, and you will find a Slovakian woman and a Border collie doing a frantic synchronised dance routine to a raunchy cover of 'Hit the Road Jack', the collie hopping on its hind legs for ten seconds and at certain points giving the strong impression that it understands the concept of dumping a useless man. Here, in an arena where the Sugababes recently performed, is a crowd bursting into applause as a spaniel steadfastly ignores a rabbit decoy streaking across the astroturf. Here are the genial announcers saying 'bitch' over and over: obedience bitch, limit bitch, postgraduate bitch, this magnificent young bitch from Venice, this famous bitch from America.
 As a televised spectacle, though, Crufts is essentially comprehensible, organised around familiar rules. The presenters are the same ones who do the Olympics. The agility competitions work along similar lines to showjumping: animals are eliminated if they knock something over or take too long going round the course. As for the judging, we all know what a competition is, even if we don't understand the criteria for winning. It might not be obvious why the papillon was chosen over the Pekingese, but we believe that the judge must have had his complex and internally consistent reasons. Overall, you come away with the sense that the event takes place in the world that most of us inhabit.
 It's not like that. For four days, the NEC is another planet, a thriving one, with its own rules, its own language, its own celebrities and its own newspaper, called Our Dogs. It doesn't have its own currency, but it might as well do, considering its alien system of financial rewards. The owner of a Best of Breed winner, for instance, who in the process of qualifying for Crufts will have spent up to PS10,000 on competition fees, grooming, training, travel, accommodation and clothes, gets a cheque for PS20. The owner of the Best in Show winner, who may have spent far more, gets PS200 and a replica trophy.
 Crufts has its own shops, which include My Life as a Dog, Dog Only Nose, The Little Dog Laughed. It has products and services that you won't find anywhere else: post-castration or post-death semen harvesting; special hair-resistant jackets, with mandarin collars offering a protective barrier against the swirling drifts of dog hair that every professional groomer has to combat; left-handed dog scissors; 'grooming nooses'. It has its own maxims, the most frequently repeated of which is that it doesn't matter what happens in the judging ring, you always take the best dog/bitch home with you. It has its own approved gait: that slow, bounding action handlers must perform as they lead their charges across the show ring, an uncanny, half-weightless movement, as though the person were running with weights across the bottom of a swimming pool. It has its own myths, such as the one about the Swedish breeder whose luggage was full of mineral water he had brought from home and which he used to wash his Lhasa apsos, unprepared as he was to accept the inferior results he got from the stuff that came out of the taps at the Hilton. A great innovator, one Hungarian handler called him. A pioneer.
 It has its own fashion mandates and aspirational labels. For a female handler at the top of her game, there can only be a glittery skirt suit from St John, a brand long associated with financially secure American grandmothers, which now does a roaring second-hand trade on Facebook through groups called 'St John Dog Show Outfits' and 'St John for Dog Shows Under $400'. It has its own methods for assimilating strangers. No one asks an unfamiliar person what they do or where they come from; the relevant question is 'What's your breed?'
 Above all, it is a planet full of dogs: many more of them than anyone would imagine could fit into a conference centre complex next to Birmingham Airport. They were everywhere. I saw them in the hotels and in the restaurants, in the lobbies and in the corridors, leaning their massive heads against the Perspex siding of the on-site pharmacy while their owners darted in for emergency toothbrushes.
 I heard them howling their brains out under the stands in the BP arena during the West Midlands Police Dog Display, a twenty-minute demonstration of riled-up German shepherds launching themselves at the padded limbs of volunteers dressed as burglars. The howling was audible even over Green Day's 'Good Riddance (Hope You Had the Time of Your Life)', which was playing during the Saturday morning show as a policewoman announced the retirement of two police dogs, PD Chase and PD Viper, and encouraged the audience to put their hands together as the two animals streaked across the arena for 'one final bite', PD Viper leaping at the volunteer with such shocking violence that the man sitting behind me shrieked: 'Jesus wept.'
 I saw a sea of St Bernards waiting at a zebra crossing, and eight identical Pomeranians skipping around a bar stool on their stiff orange legs. I saw a trio of harlequin Great Danes walk through a hotel's revolving doors and make their way to the reception desk. Each afternoon, when the judging for the day had concluded, I stood outside the main eventing hall and watched as hundreds of dogs and their owners trotted past me on their way to the parking lots, one uniform group followed by another, like the animals leaving the ark.
 Twenty-four thousand dogs were judged at Crufts this year. Every minor puppy, every veteran bitch, every champion dog was assessed according to the guidelines laid out in the Kennel Club's Illustrated Breed Standards, now in its fourth edition, running to almost five hundred pages and containing minutely detailed photographs of the 224 distinct breeds of dog recognised by the organisation (which was founded in 1873).
 In The Invention of the Modern Dog (2018), the historians Michael Worboys, Julia-Marie Strange and Neil Pemberton examine the Victorian origins of these standards, tracing the change from categorising dogs according to their function (sheep-herding, ratting, coursing, fighting, retrieving, sitting on laps) to categorising them according to their appearance: 'What had previously been called varieties and types of dog were remodelled physically and culturally into breeds,' defined by ideal physical traits. They argue that the popularity of Victorian dog shows, and the ensuing demand for universally agreed-on judging criteria, were the principal cause of this shift. Competitions drove both standardisation and differentiation. The rigid taxonomies of pedigree breeds, in other words, came about in part because people wanted a disinterested external authority to provide an explanation as to why their particular borzoi was overlooked in favour of another.
 Today, Illustrated Breed Standards is a riveting document, a tonally unstable mix of prescriptive and descriptive, tangible and intangible, objective and wildly, outrageously subjective. Within a paragraph, or even a sentence, the guide will veer from the apparently scientific to the whimsically anthropomorphic, as in the description of the West Highland white terrier: 'Small, active, game, hardy, possessed of no small amount of self-esteem with a varminty appearance'. It makes constant reference to a dog's imagined historical form, and to the importance of its being 'fit for function', even or especially if the demand for that function was obliterated by the industrial revolution, as in the description of the temperament of the English toy terrier: 'alert ... remembering that historically he could acquit himself satisfactorily in the rat pit'.
 Page after page, the book offers evidence of attempts to impose unyielding order and logic, alongside admissions that order and logic do not really obtain in this arena. A bichon frise should have round eyes, a bull terrier should have an egg-shaped skull, but what is a judge to do when confronted with the mandate that 'the Afghan hound looks at and through one,' other than follow her heart? How do you decide which deerhound possesses the most 'quiet dignity'? Who is to say which of seven Pomeranians is the most vivacious?
 For Bill Lambert, the Kennel Club's spokesman, the guide's hermeneutic flexibility is its great virtue. 'If it wasn't open to interpretation,' he said, his demeanour that of a Sunday school teacher, 'then the same dog would always win. But because two judges can interpret the standard in a slightly different way, everybody has a chance.' We were in Lambert's temporary office, centrally positioned in the maze of the NEC. It was the morning of the final day; in the halls outside, the judging for the working and pastoral groups was underway. 'They're all pretty close to the breed standard, but there will be a dog that just has that bit of personality, that you're drawn to as a judge. You see it and you can't take your eyes off it.'
 Take the Jack Russell who had won the terrier judging on day one. 'You could see its personality was just oozing out of it.' Best in Show was coming up that evening and I asked Lambert for his predictions. He shook his head, but then conceded that the cocker spaniel was terrific. Also the Tibetan mastiff, a perfect example of the breed. The miniature schnauzer? Ideal. 'And that whippet ...' We were standing by his door, and he closed his eyes for a second, rocking backwards and forwards as he drew a dog in the air with both hands.
 I had seen the whippet the day before, tiny Miuccia from Venice. She was waiting beside her handler in a line for coffee, an elegant outline of a hound who trembled only slightly as two wolfhounds padded past, cargo ships looming over a paper sailboat. The handler, a well-dressed young man called Giovanni Lioguri, told me he had been breeding whippets for eight years. 'It's my breed,' he said. 'I love how they are. They can be super quiet, super sweet when we're at home, and then they get completely crazy in the fields.' He didn't mention the physical features highlighted in the guide: the perfect scissor bite, the rose-shaped ears, the 'smooth daisy-cutting action'.
 Neither did the woman who had been showing Samoyeds since 1978, who first got one because she had heard they were good with children, or the man whose schnauzer won the utility group, and who had to wrestle with himself in order to keep from breaking down as he accepted the award. 'She was born in my home,' he said, voice quivering. 'She is my pet. I love her more than anything.' I spoke to a woman from the Netherlands, Katrinka, efficiently working on the coat of a Hungarian puli (the ones that look like bewitched mops), whose cheeks became flushed and whose eyes reddened as she expanded on her feelings about the breed. 'They love you, they are sitting with you, when you go out to the toilet, they are together with you. They are sleeping on the bed.' Her smile was radiant as she showed me how to maintain the animal's floor-scraping dreadlocks, coarse to the touch.
 I spoke to a lot of people at Crufts, about their breeds and their competition history and their gripes about the parking situation. Looking back at the transcripts of the interviews, I was surprised at my consistent failure to ask the question I really wanted an answer to: why do you do this? Why wake up at two in the morning to drive from Bath with your sheepdog, whose great-uncle won best of breed in the early 2000s? The question evaporated from my mind as soon as each person started talking, their enthusiasm apparently an answer in itself.
 Why do they do it? No one is throwing their time and energy and money into qualifying for Crufts in the hope of winning PS200. Many are there because all their friends are too. There are parties every night - the Afghan hound community, in particular, is known for its gregariousness. It's a social life. Some very successful breeders make money from sales and stud fees, and there is also the matter of prestige. I was in the press centre when the owner of a champion papillon walked in, and the flutter was exactly the same as when I was in a restaurant and Emily Blunt came and sat at the bar. But as I listened to the way people spoke about their dogs, watching them cry uncontrollably when the awards were handed over, it was hard not to conclude that many were there because they needed an official outlet for their feelings about their animals, external validation in the form of a rosette, or a trophy replica, or a Bitch Challenge Certificate.
 It was Miuccia who took Best in Show in the end. The audience's disappointment was audible, though everyone was a good sport about it: people had wanted the Jack Russell, also a bitch from Italy, but more of a crowd-pleaser. It was a strangely anticlimactic moment. Seven exceptionally well-behaved dogs sitting quietly on the astroturf, all totally different from one another in appearance, one singled out over the others for what you would have to describe as profoundly mysterious reasons. The judge liked her attitude, maybe. Or perhaps there was just something about the way she looked at her.
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Agent of Influence
Stefan Collini

4603 wordsBiographies  of scholars often struggle to do justice to their subjects' scholarship. Describing the slow, patient exploration of evidence and the stuttering formulation of interpretations need not be as exciting as watching paint dry, but scholarship remains an activity that is hard to communicate and nigh impossible to render in dramatic terms. The temptation is strong to concentrate on the more accessible or intelligible aspects of a life, perhaps an unusual family story, perhaps a more than averagely charged set of sexual or emotional experiences, perhaps the decoded (or imputed) political implications of the work. Scholars who were also public intellectuals are particularly prone to attract the interest of biographers and publishers alike, a deuxieme carriere in politics or the media furnishing many more points of entry for the biographer conscious of the hoped-for general reader's limited appetite for the arcana of specialised research. Good books can, of course, be written in this vein, but there is a risk that the activities to which the individual devoted the bulk of their working lives, and which most probably earned them the initial prominence that brought other kinds of opportunities, will be passed over, if not in silence then in the form of brisk external summaries of a book or article, concise enough not to interrupt the main narrative flow.
The problem is compounded by the often contrasting forms of competence in play. One writer may be an accomplished biographer, but without any real expertise in the field in which their current subject worked. Another may be a fellow specialist working on the same material and issues as their subject, but lacking any cultivated familiarity with the sources and problems of modern intellectual history and unpractised at turning their findings into a readable story. It's a perennial debate: do you have to be a trained philosopher to write the life of an important philosopher (perhaps you do); do you need to be a specialist in the period on which a leading historian worked to write their biography (perhaps you don't)?
Christopher Hill had a fortunate life on the whole, and his good fortune now extends beyond the grave in the shape of this excellent biography. Michael Braddick is himself a distinguished historian of 17th-century England, the period that was the focus of practically all of Hill's copious writings, and he is especially well versed in the debates surrounding the causes and character of the English Civil War - for so long one of the consuming preoccupations of both professional historiography and national self-definition. What's more, his research has been assiduous not just in the sources (many of them unpublished) bearing directly on Hill's life, but also in the relevant scholarship about 20th-century Britain, higher education, and the long agonies of the left. The more than a thousand unobtrusive footnotes in the book testify to the thoroughness with which Braddick has addressed his task.
Experience suggests, however, that Braddick's careful scholarship and considered judgments may do little to shift the received caricature of Hill. Wasn't he a Marxist who selected his facts to fit his determinist template? Wasn't he a communist who subordinated Britain's interests to those of the Soviet Union? Wasn't he a permissive progressive who encouraged student troubles in the 1960s and 1970s to the detriment of the country's universities? Hasn't subsequent scholarship pretty much trashed all of his work? That all these familiar claims are, stated in this bald form, false may not do much to prevent their repetition, not least because, as usual with such charges, there are odd grains of truth scattered across the lush meadows of falsehood.
Hill was born in 1912 into a well-off Yorkshire family. His father was a prosperous solicitor, and the substantial family home was serviced by a cook, a gardener and a live-in maid. One of Hill's college friends who visited in the mid-1930s recalled a 'magnificent residence', the grounds of which included a river and a tennis court: 'A servant brought us lunch at a table on the lawn.' Nonetheless, his parents were zealous Methodists, given more to high-mindedness than high living: on Sundays the family attended two services and abstained 'from all worldly activities'. Hill was to outgrow the religious beliefs but, like many on the left in late 19th and early 20th-century Britain, he cherished the ethical earnestness his upbringing had implanted in him. Cricket and rugby played their usual part in the school years of a boy from such a background (he attended St Peter's School, York, first as a day boy, later as a boarder), but Hill was also intellectually precocious, reading his way through his father's library before entering Balliol College, Oxford as a scholar in 1931. University prizes plus a fellowship at All Souls followed his graduation in 1934, and after a two-year interval as a lecturer at Cardiff he, almost inevitably, returned to Balliol as a tutorial fellow in 1938. The college was to remain his academic home until his retirement, as its master, forty years later.
Like many serious young people in the 1930s, Hill was appalled at what he saw as the failure of capitalism and the lurch towards fascism, finding in Marxism both a persuasive analysis of what was happening and a source of hope for a better world. In 1935 he spent six months in Russia, impressed by the Soviet experiment; he formally joined the Communist Party of Great Britain the following year. These were commitments for which he was never to be forgiven by sections of the British media, even though he became progressively disillusioned with the Soviet Union in the 1950s and resigned from the party in 1957. Braddick carefully teases out the strands in Hill's Marxism, emphasising that it was far from determinist and that he was drawn as much to the prospect of a society that would make it possible to live a life of authentic self-expression as to any more narrowly economic analysis. This is sympathetically done, though some of Hill's writings of the late 1930s and 1940s do sound like more orthodox Marxist fare. In particular, The English Revolution 1640, published first as a long essay in 1940 and subsequently as a separate volume, did advance a recognisably economic and class-based interpretation of the causes of the Civil War, taking aim at the complacent Whig view that revolutions didn't happen in England (Hill, like so many of his contemporaries, spoke of 'England' where we might now think 'Britain' to be more accurate). His later comments about the book suggested that its confident materialism was something of an embarrassment to him, though it made a lasting mark by insisting that Britain, like France and the United States, had experienced one of the revolutions that shaped the modern world.
Hill had a relatively quiet war: a transfer to Whitehall saved him from the rigours of serving as an infantry officer. He had acquired some Russian during his months in Moscow and was given a job on the Russia desk of the Foreign Office in the later years of the war. This raised questions that his more excitable political critics were to return to throughout his career: did this committed communist really serve the national interest, or did he use his access to classified information to further the policies of the Soviet Union? Even decades later, at the time of Hill's death in 2003, these charges were still being thrown around in the right-wing press. He was described, misleadingly, as 'Stalin's most devoted admirer', and his role as an academic was called into question in the most lurid terms: 'Surely someone who could stomach Stalin's purges, his terror, famines and his subjugation of half a continent was no more suited to guide young minds than a recently convicted paedophile.' So much for Hill the inspiring teacher and widely admired college head. Andrew Roberts in the Daily Mail went so far as to assert, as though it were an established fact rather than wild fiction, that Hill had been unmasked as a 'spy' and had been 'revealed as an "agent of influence" for Stalin's USSR at the very time he was in charge of the Russian desk at the Foreign Office'. Braddick patiently sifts the evidence, finding no indication that Hill's acknowledged membership of the party ever compromised his war service, concluding that these charges seem to 'have taken flight on the currents of hot air generated in the fevered atmosphere of the late Cold War mole hunts'.
For some years after 1945, the British security agencies kept tabs on Hill's doings, as they did on other known party members. It must be doubted whether MI5 ever intended to provide invaluable assistance to future historians, but its obsessive logging of various suspects' everyday doings (recording, for example, that Hill lent his car to a party organiser 'to give a talk in Banbury') has resulted in a small goldmine of sources in the National Archives, well exploited by Braddick as by Richard Evans in his biography of Hill's comrade, Eric Hobsbawm. In this respect, biographers of leading left-wing figures have an advantage that those who write about less suspect individuals can only envy.
Khrushchev's revelations in February 1956 about the crimes of the Stalinist era, followed by the brutal suppression of the Hungarian uprising later that year, precipitated a crisis of conscience for many of the intellectuals in the Communist Party of Great Britain, an organisation whose hierarchy was still apparently committed to following the Moscow line. Hill did not rush to resign his party membership (he rarely rushed into things, it seems), attempting for some time to cajole the CPGB leadership into more open acknowledgment of unpalatable truths, while being reproached by more decisive, or more outraged, comrades such as Edward Thompson and John Saville, who left to establish an independent journal. But in the spring of 1957 he accepted the inevitable and left the party.
It can be hard now to recover what a volcanic existential crisis this was for those, like Hill, whose lives had for so long been given meaning and direction by their commitment to an organisation they saw as fighting for a noble political purpose. He and his second wife, Bridget, whom he had married at the beginning of 1956, shared this disorienting experience. She too was a member of the party who had become progressively disillusioned with its supine hierarchy, and they had jointly drafted critical statements while there had still seemed some hope of internal reform. (Bridget, an LSE graduate who went on to become a tutor in extra-mural education and for the Open University, subsequently made significant scholarly contributions to the history of the 18th century and of feminism.) After 1957, Hill continued to support a variety of left-wing causes, but could not be described as an activist. For his biographer, Hill's leaving the party had the unfortunate effect of drying up the rich stream of detail recorded in the National Archives. By 1962, the future master of Balliol was, apparently, no longer a threat to national security.
In the decade since 1945, Hill had found his major intellectual stimulus in the discussions of the CPGB's Historians Group, whose members included Thompson, Hobsbawm, Saville and Rodney Hilton. Drawing inspiration rather than dogma from Marxism, the group asked the kind of large questions about the transition from feudalism to capitalism that the orthodox historiography of the time regarded as too speculative and unprofessional. One major outcome of these discussions was the foundation in 1952 of the periodical Past and Present, subtitled in its early years 'a journal of scientific history'. Though several Marxist historians were prominent in the venture, the journal's central commitment was, more broadly, to structural, analytical and comparative history, explicitly repudiating the then dominant focus on political and constitutional narrative, and a number of leading non-Marxist historians were recruited to help to pursue this aim. Hill was one of the founding members of the editorial board and remained active in its affairs until 1968, by which time it had moved away from its origins within the Historians Group and towards becoming perhaps the most sought-after and fashionable English-language academic historical journal of its time.
The stimulus derived from discussions within the Historians Group is not immediately legible in the pages of Hill's first major scholarly monograph, Economic Problems of the Church: From Archbishop Whitgift to the Long Parliament (1956). This is an instance where the difficulties of writing a readable biography of a scholar come to the fore. Hill's book was the result of a formidable amount of rather technical research into the consequences of the sale of church lands during the Reformation, bringing out how subsequent attempts to re-endow the church and assert its various rights over local communities generated resistance, especially among those intent on the economic exploitation of their recently acquired assets. This response found a voice in, without being reducible to, a Puritan critique of ecclesiastical hierarchies. It was a subtle argument, attending to material conditions without being determinist. The book was, obliquely, a contribution to the long-running debate, associated above all with Max Weber and R.H. Tawney, on the relations between capitalism and Protestantism, though Hill shied away from pitching it in conceptual terms (Braddick elsewhere observes that 'Hill had a life-long aversion to explicit theoretical reflection').
Economic Problems of the Church was a scholarly book primarily addressed to other scholars, but as Hill's career advanced he increasingly wrote with non-specialist audiences in mind. Puritanism and Revolution: Studies in Interpretation of the English Revolution of the 17th Century (1958) was his first collection of essays, published by the 'trade' house of Secker and Warburg; The Century of Revolution: 1603-1714 (1961) became a popular textbook; Society and Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary England (1964), also from Secker, presented a widely ramifying analysis of the social roots of religious dissent. In 1961 he received one of his profession's major accolades in the invitation to deliver the Ford Lectures at Oxford (Braddick drily records that 'the secret services kept a cutting of the Times announcement'). It was a sign of Hill's increasing prominence (as well as a conception of public broadcasting that we have lost) that versions of Hill's lectures were broadcast on the Third Programme and serialised in the Listener. In 1965 the same radio station devoted an entire programme to a discussion of his work, presented by Veronica Wedgwood, doyenne of popular history at the time, the advert for which described Hill as 'the leading historian of 17th-century England'.
However, the book that issued from his Ford lectures, Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (1965), provoked critical responses by some fellow specialists, a harbinger of more serious attacks to come. Hill wanted to establish that 'the English Revolution', itself a somewhat polemical label, had intellectual origins in the way that the American and French Revolutions did, and that its roots were to be found not in the established institutions of learning but, above all, among Puritans and radical scientists, often operating in more marginal settings. His critics thought that the case depended on a somewhat selective handling of the sources and a tendency to exaggerate the connections, sometimes seeming to rise to a natural affinity, between science and Puritanism. The charge that Hill manipulated the evidence to fit a preconceived story became a refrain in the reception of all his later work. In some ways the most successful later book, certainly the most popular, was The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas during the English Revolution (1972). Its opening sentence announced its theme: 'Popular revolt was for many centuries an essential feature of the English tradition, and the middle decades of the 17th century saw the greatest upheaval that has yet occurred.' Hill proposed that the most radical challenge to the established order came from the wilder shores of religious dissent, from Levellers, Diggers, Ranters, Muggletonians and numerous other sects and splinter groups. They were driving forces of the 'revolution which never happened', the one that 'might have established communal property, a far wider democracy in political and legal institutions, might have disestablished the state church and rejected the Protestant ethic'. At a time when countercultural ideas were enjoying considerable attention, the book seemed to chime with the zeitgeist: the paperback sold a remarkable 46,000 copies, and ten years after publication the book was still selling three thousand copies a year.
Some of Hill's admirers regarded The World Turned Upside Down as his best, or at least most representative, book. C.H. George wrote: 'The stories, quotations, personality portraits, evocations of forgotten crises; the warm, tireless patience with which Hill threads his way through the mad theology of angry, inspired, hopeful and hopeless religiosity; the final effort to see all the intellectual and emotional chaos as illuminating and relevant to both their revolution and ours ... It is a totally successful work of historical imagination.' Others saw yet another instance of Hill selectively mining a limited range of sources to produce a pleasing tapestry that turned out on closer inspection to be more holes than fabric.
Perhaps the fiercest such attack came from the American historian J.H. Hexter, reviewing Hill's second collection of essays, Change and Continuity in 17th-Century England, in the TLS in 1975. Hexter pulled no punches in convicting Hill of being a 'lumper' who misrepresented the evidence so as to confer a convenient shared identity on diverse individuals. (I remember reading this attack when it was published; it led me to conclude that Hill was guilty but Hexter was nasty, and to wonder whether I really wanted to be an academic after all - over-hasty conclusions in each case.) Hill wrote a dignified reply, though mud stuck. In general he did not engage in disputation with his critics, moving on with what some found an irritating mixture of intellectual confidence and cheerful serenity.
Those temperamental qualities stood Hill in good stead during his time as master of Balliol from 1965 to 1978, since these were the years of the so-called 'student troubles'. He was more sympathetic to many of the students' demands than most of those in a comparable position, but also took seriously the duty of steering the college towards the least divisive outcomes. No head of an educational institution wins universal praise, but Hill emerged from these stormy years more admired than denounced. He navigated the cross-currents, as one assessment put it, by 'avoiding confrontations wherever possible, imposing discipline when really necessary, and offering private help to some of those who got themselves into difficulties'. He was described as having an 'instinctive sympathy for libertarian revolt ... tempered by a dislike for gesture politics and self-indulgence'. On one cause dear to his heart he had to accept temporary defeat: in the early 1970s he had pressed for Balliol to be one of the first Oxford colleges to admit women as undergraduates; the governing body havered and obstructed, with the result that the change was achieved only in 1979, the year after Hill retired as master.
Although many of those who have not actually read Hill tend to assume that his work dwells principally on economic conditions, it became more evident as his career progressed that his own strongest inclinations were to intellectual history, and - even more surprising to some - that he devoted much attention, early and late, to literary texts. As early as 1946 he published a substantial essay on 'Society and Andrew Marvell', which was to be followed by many more, including 'Clarissa Harlowe and her Times' (1955), as well as a major study, Milton and the English Revolution (1977). Braddick has unearthed a revealing letter from Hill to the literary scholar Margot Heinemann in 1984 in which he reflected: 'I secretly suspect I was rather more overawed by Leavis in the 1930s and 1940s than you suggest - after all, he had his good sides.' Hill was critical of the nostalgic distortions evident in invocations of a lost 'organic society', especially as expressed in some of the volumes of the Leavisite-dominated Pelican Guide to English Literature, and he fiercely rejected Leavis's demotion of Milton from his long-established place at the apex of the tradition of English poetry. Yet disagreement can also be a form of connection (Leavis had, after all, proposed to devote a whole year of his ideal English course to the study of '17th-century civilisation'), and Leavis's intransigent radicalism would have engaged Hill's sympathies. By the late 1980s Hill could remark that 'the best history of England today is being written by literary critics and literary historians.'
The slighting of fellow historians that may seem to be implied by this remark partly reflected the fact that by this date the historiographical tide had turned against the search for large social-structural explanations of the Civil War, and indeed in some cases against the very conception of there having been one major upheaval rather than a contingently connected set of lesser developments with diverse and usually local causes. Some of this revisionism found expression in a series of small-scale regional studies, sometimes looking at the activities of the gentry in a single county, resting on formidably detailed research; other work redescribed events in terms of a crisis in the relations of the 'three kingdoms' in Britain or of the comparative history of wars of religion. In some ways this reaction could be seen as a triumph of professionalism, the puncturing of exaggerated generalisations by more and better scholarship. But it was also true that the new revisionism ran parallel to wider changes in politics and society in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s, when a triumphant individualism was dismissive of systemic analyses, and anything smacking of a Marxisant approach was derided as outmoded as well as pernicious. Hill's star waned accordingly, though he continued to publish prolifically in the 1990s. The words of an anonymous peer reviewer of an essay by Hill (more fruitful sleuthing by Braddick) capture the unsympathetic reception of much of his later work: 'There is a sweep and scope to the article ... Unfortunately there is a massive rehearsal of material discussed elsewhere and there is an immense amount of sleight of hand and an illusion of a case being built up where the evidence is actually incredibly thin.'
Braddick  claims that Hill's work reveals 'the shifting relationship of the British left to the British past'. In so far as that's true, one is tempted to suggest it reveals a shift from a time when that past, especially the Civil War, mattered a good deal to left politics to a time when it does not now seem to be regarded as directly relevant. This raises larger questions about what exactly is involved in situating oneself in relation to a particular slice of history. Given that no two situations are identical, and indeed that no two eras are strictly comparable, how far can relevant inferences be drawn for the present from how things used to be? Knowledge of the past may, in some cases, provide a series of inoculations against reductive or simplistic generalisations, but it cannot provide us with a template or an imitable model. Braddick suggests that Hill's work showed that the fact that certain things could happen in the past demonstrated that they can, similarly, be done now, but does even that weak conclusion strictly follow? The circumstances of 'now' may be too different for any meaningful carry-over, and even the capacities or characteristics of the potential actors may have fundamentally changed, too.
Yet we do still feel that there may be something inspiring or enabling about finding predecessors with whom we can identify. The connection appears to be psychological rather than logical: the example of selected predecessors stirs and fortifies us even though it can provide no precise guide to action in the present. Hill wanted to document the English radical tradition, yet also thereby to take his place in it. But for something to count as a 'tradition', stretching from at least the 17th century to the present, much of the specificity of each moment or contribution has to be stripped out. After all, Hill had practically no beliefs or experiences in common with 17th-century Ranters and Muggletonians, yet he felt there was something about the task of recovering and documenting their dissidence, and its near suppression by an older style of Whig history, that validated a popular, oppositional resistance to official power in the present.
The 17th-century Civil War (more polemically termed 'the English Revolution') and the 18th-century industrial revolution were for decades the nodes around which historiographical and political energies were clustered, each of them seen not just as the key episodes in accounting for Britain's distinctive history but also, without too much strain, as illuminating the development of 'modernity' more generally and as the testing grounds for the most ambitious explanatory schemas. As Braddick justly observes, 'England's route to modernity shaped not only Britain's experience of modernisation, but that of the whole globe. Hill's interests reflected these central preoccupations in academic life and resonated more widely because so much of British life from the 1950s to the 1980s was debated in these terms.'
Early in his career Hill had drawn inspiration less from other professional historians and more from those unclassifiable figures on the left who were exploring various aspects of the development of capitalism and Britain's generative place within it - figures such as A.L. Morton, Dona Torr and Maurice Dobb. In time these figures, and the questions they were addressing, came to seem representative of, perhaps only relevant to, the period from the 1930s to the 1950s, displaced in the 1960s by more Europeanised and theoretical forms of radical thought, derided in the 1980s in the course of a wider reaction against left-wing ideas. Hill may seem to have morphed into an intellectual and literary historian by this date, but at a deeper level he was continuing, in his oblique and sometimes pointillist way, to ponder the big questions that had helped form him in the 1930s and 1940s.
'His work is flawed, but few historians since have attempted to match its totalising ambition and moral seriousness as a contribution to the improvement of the world around us, nor its ambition to contextualise the strengths and weaknesses of the modern British state in a coherent understanding of its past.' This, the closing sentence of Braddick's book, is a generous tribute, though I wonder if its emphasis is quite right. Hill didn't really connect his history to the modern state in the way that, say, Thompson did, and even 'totalising' seems somewhat exaggerated when compared to, say, the broad comparative canvases of Hobsbawm. Hill devoted his attention almost exclusively to 17th-century England; he wrote far more about intellectual and religious history than political history; he re-created the world of those who for the most part did not possess wealth and power and who, in their time, were conspicuously on the losing side in the defining struggle of the century. The manner of his writing was detailed rather than schematic, relying on patchworks of quotation rather than propositional bludgeoning or systematic theory-building. Yet Braddick's study suggests Hill may have had a bigger impact on the scholarly understanding of 17th-century Britain than anyone in the second half of the 20th century, and, despite the criticisms of his work, for many he represented a model of how to combine serious history with serious politics. We can hardly be said to be in a situation at present that allows us to be condescending about such an achievement.
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At the Miho Museum
Habits of Seeing
Rosemary Hill

2378 wordsDifficulty  is a key principle of the Picturesque. In a landscape garden, the eye must never be allowed to take in the whole view at once. The visitor passes through successive scenes by way of transitions that are often carefully complicated. Stepping stones across a stream are slightly uneven, the gap in a hedge is too narrow to pass through without a small push, the scale shifts from expansive to miniature and so the mind is kept alert. Theories that developed along these lines in Europe in the later 18th century had been developing in Japan since the seventh century into the 'strolling gardens' of the Edo period. The same principles apply in traditional Japanese architecture; the shoji screens can be moved to alter interior space, and house and garden are connected across verandahs or through windows which may frame precise views. Not all Japanese gardens are meant to be entered; some are intended only to be viewed from a particular room, often from a seated or kneeling position.
This habit of seeing only what you are meant to see and from the right angle is useful in modern Japan, where a population of 123 million is concentrated around the edges of the four mountainous main islands. Tokyo, the largest city in the world, has almost forty million inhabitants. The Hama-rikyu Gardens in the Chuo ward, once the private grounds of a shogun's villa, are now a popular public park. You can rest your eyes on the deep pools, the seawater moat that surrounds the garden, changing level with the tides, and the narrow bridges that lead to a tea house on an island. Look up and you see an unbroken ring of bland high-rise office blocks looming over the trees. Look back and there is a Buddhist monk in black robes, his socks bright white on his wooden pattens, standing on the verandah of the tea house, the perfect photograph, which you duly take. Most Japanese seem to have become adept at editing their overcrowded landscape. At onsens (hot springs) on the edge of towns, they sit in the sulphurous waters with their backs to the cement factory next door.
[image: ]View onto the bridge of the Miho Museum.




This is not the kind of difficulty that theorists of the Picturesque had in mind. The idea is to focus closely on what you do see, not on what you want to block out. But difficulty is increasingly difficult to achieve. Air travel, apps and star ratings drive expectations of ever easier access to top quality Instagrammable experiences. It has been a growing problem in Japan since the last century. By the mid-1970s, the 17th-century moss garden at the Saiho-ji Zen temple in Kyoto had already been trodden to the brink of destruction. It has survived to become a world heritage site by reintroducing the element of difficulty. To visit the garden it is essential to book but not possible to book for a same-day visit. At the nearest bus stop a polite notice explains that if you don't have a ticket you won't be able to buy one for today. When your day comes, you arrive to a courteous but silent welcome in the main hall of the monastery where rows of low tables are arranged. Signs indicate that phones, photographs and talking are prohibited. Before you go any further you are given paper on which you must copy out a sutra, tracing the characters with a thick felt-tip pen. You are advised to take five deep breaths before you start and it requires concentration, especially for those unfamiliar with the hiragana characters. The room soon becomes still. It's a bit like giving colouring books to a class of overexcited six-year-olds, and just as effective. By the time the copying is complete, the room is all but silent, and the silence continues as the visitors are allowed into the garden. There are no more instructions, but instinctively nobody speaks above a murmur. You concentrate on the garden, which is exquisite and, being moss covered, rewards detailed attention to successive small areas of light and shade, contrasts of scale and the sounds of water and birdsong.
The Miho Museum, a project first conceived in the 1980s, takes a still more drastic approach to difficulty. Set high in the densely forested mountains of the Shiga prefecture to the east of Kyoto, it is easy and cheap to book, about PS7 for a ticket. It is getting there that requires commitment. The train from Kyoto to Ishiyama takes fifteen minutes, and then there is a bus. It is slightly unnerving that when the engine of the bus starts the staff of the ticket office come out to bow and wave it off, as if this were the beginning of an epic and possibly hazardous journey. The road twists up into the mountains, dropping off locals here and there, and every so often seems to have reached open country only for another bend to reveal a motorway flyover sawing through the landscape, or a railway still under construction, until the idea of escaping infrastructure seems impossible.
Eventually the forest on either side is unbroken except for the narrow road by which the bus arrives at the Miho reception centre, a low white building sparsely but elegantly furnished, offering seats, water and, in the event of rain, sturdy green umbrellas. From there, if you can, you must walk, though a small electric buggy sometimes glides by. There is only one direction in which to go, into the broad mouth of a tunnel driven into the mountain. The tunnel is 120 metres long and lined with stainless steel plates. It bends in proper Picturesque fashion to prevent any direct view through from one end to the other, but at the same time the fan-shaped wall lights cast what appears to be a single beam of light, which always points ahead, drawing the walker onwards. This effect is created by the precise angling of each of the 850 steel plates in the tunnel lining. At the far end, it opens out through a spider's web of suspension cables onto a bridge over a deep, forested ravine. The bridge is paved with porous fine-grained ceramic, which allows rain through to the trees beneath. Ahead is the museum, a glass and metal reimagining of a Japanese temple set above flights of wide steps, a quiet, even modest climax to the drama of the approach. Most of the museum, including all the galleries, is buried in the hillside. In the broad entrance hall the first exhibit is the landscape, a vast window framing a view of mountains.
This peculiar combination of grandeur and humility, simplicity achieved by infinitely laborious attention to detail, reflects the age of Miho's architect and its patron. The museum was a late work by the Chinese American I.M. Pei, creator of the glass pyramid entrance at the Louvre, for Mihoko Koyama, after whom it was named. Pei was 70 and Koyama 77 when they first met and by the time the museum opened in 1997 they were both in their eighties. Each in their way was a perfectionist and neither had anything to prove. Koyama, who died in 2003, had been inspired by the religious philosopher Mokichi Okada (known to his followers as 'Meishu-sama') to found a Shinto sect, the Shinji Shumeikai, for whom she had acquired the 1.7-hectare site. Her first building was a sanctuary for the sect, designed by Minoru Yamasaki, architect of the World Trade Center. After Yamasaki's death in 1986, she approached Pei to build a free-standing bell tower. Pei, at a stage in his career where he had made it known he would only undertake small, individual commissions, accepted. As Koyama spoke no English the two communicated in part through Chinese. They both admired classical Chinese poetry, and from the fifth-century legend of a mysterious peach blossom valley, the origin of the Western notion of Shangri-La, they began to conceive the idea of a treasure house hidden among mountains. Koyama and her daughter, Hiroko, who took on much of the practical management as her mother's health declined, proved ideal clients. They were rich and almost comically biddable. When Pei didn't care for the site they had chosen, they chose another. When he decided to place the entrance on the far side of a valley that they didn't own and asked to tunnel through it, they agreed.
By now Pei's idea of a small retirement project was presumably long since abandoned. The museum was intended to house the Koyamas' fine but small collection of historic Japanese tea-ceremony vessels. Pei suggested to them that it would be more significant if the collection was expanded to include art from Europe and Asia. His clients obediently embarked on a seven-year buying spree that caused an international sensation. Advised by the collector and dealer Noriyoshi Horiuchi, they acquired works of major importance, including an Assyrian bas-relief from the palace of Ashurnasirpal II, which sold at Christie's for PS7.7 million. Pei designed a gallery specifically to house it, and another for the 'Sanguszko' carpet, a Persian design from the late 16th or early 17th century, whose animal motif medallions were the inspiration for a dozen or so other examples. This the Koyamas acquired in Sao Paulo, directly from Prince Sanguszko. There was an element of the sorcerer's apprentice about their career through the art markets. Pei later admitted that when he made the original suggestion he had no idea what the budget might be. Now he found himself having to add one extra gallery after another to accommodate the arrivals, disrupting his original plan for the layout. This, as he later reflected, was one of the advantages of building underground: there was no need to rework any elevations. In the finished museum, one wing contains the original Japanese collection; the other is devoted to the Egyptian, Chinese, Greco-Roman and Persian galleries. Part of the collection was exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum in New York and the LA County Museum in 1996, ensuring that the Miho was world famous by the time it opened the following year.
[image: ]Interior of the Miho Museum.




A visit, however, has none of the razzmatazz of the Met or the Louvre. There are no queues or crowds. From the museum's entrance hall, the original sanctuary and the bell tower, which chimes each day at noon, are visible but not visitable. The galleries are quiet and uncrowded, the captions mercifully brief. There is an audio guide, in Japanese, Chinese or English, which is helpful but to the point. A silent keeper carries a notice requesting no photography.
Despite Pei's fame the museum has been ignored in the British architectural press; such coverage as exists is mostly in German and French and is relatively slight. Some critics have complained that Pei's gallery spaces are bland, but it would be fairer to say they are tactful. Since Frank Lloyd Wright designed the spiral Guggenheim there have been few star architects self-effacing enough to create a museum that allows the contents to upstage the drama of the building. Daniel Libeskind's Jewish Museum in Berlin and Tadao Ando's sculptural concrete box at Naoshima are, typically, their own principal exhibits. Pei, in old age at least, was willing to bow to the art. The spaces are carefully scaled, lit sometimes from corner windows which give views of the mountains, or from concealed lighting above, where conservation considerations require it. Like the moss temple garden, the atmosphere is conducive to quietness. Visitors go slowly. In most other ways, it is like any modern museum, with a gift shop, extensive bookshop and spacious cafe that serves produce grown on site. Not the least of Pei and the Koyamas' difficulties was getting permission to build in this protected area of natural beauty. The buildings occupy only a small portion of the land the Shinji Shumeikai owns, the rest is devoted to organic farming and land management.
At Eskenazi, one of the London dealers from whom they bought Chinese bronzes, the Koyamas are remembered as friendly, elegant, but remote. Mihoko, by then frail, wore the traditional kimono; her daughter was 'very smart' in Western trouser suits. 'They never talked about money - that was all left to Horiuchi.' Such reticence is very Japanese, but, in the Western media, coverage of the museum has been marked by baffled scepticism bordering on hostility. 'Who are these people? Where do they get their money?' the Washington Post demanded to know when the museum opened. 'And why have the Shumei collected this material and opened a museum?' Nobody knows what the Miho cost to build, though one suggestion, of a quarter of a billion dollars (excluding the cost of the collection), seems plausible.
The Post also claimed that, since the sarin gas attack on the Tokyo underground network, which occurred two years before the museum's opening, the phrase 'Japanese religious cult' had 'taken on a sinister edge'. The Shinji Shumeikai, which regards its leader, now Hiroko Koyama, as a divine being, has been the subject of some lurid speculation. There are rumours that members of the sect were pressured for large donations to pay for the museum. Perhaps they were, but it presumably helped that Mihoko Koyama was heiress to the immense Toyobo textiles fortune. Founded in 1882 and still in business, Toyobo was by the 1930s the largest cotton-spinning company in the world. The West with its predominantly monotheistic theologies finds it hard to see a 'sect' as anything other than a cult, a potential Jonestown, but Japan has hundreds of sects. In Shinto many things and people, including ancestors, natural springs and the emperor, are regarded as divine, and attitudes to religious practice are fluid. Since Shinto has no concept of an afterlife, it is not uncommon for the Japanese to have a Shinto wedding and a Buddhist funeral. If there is anything sinister about the Shinji Shumeikai, which has premises in London and up-to-date accounts filed with the Charity Commission, it has not come to light in the last half-century. Its followers may just be doing what it says on their website, working for what Meishu-sama described as 'the achievement of peaceful harmony through a combination of natural and artistic beauty'.
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Music Hall Lady Detectives
Ysenda Maxtone Graham

3348 wordsNever  trust a man who can't settle, I thought to myself, as I was reading Hallie Rubenhold's book. That was Hawley Harvey Crippen. No sooner had he found his feet in a new job than he was on the move again, whether out of eagerness, boredom, impatience or disillusionment, it's impossible to know. Even reading about these moves is tiring. It must have been exhausting for Charlotte, his first wife, having to uproot herself every few months with their little son, Otto, as Crippen took a new post at another homeopathic or ophthalmic hospital. By the time of her death in 1892, at 33, her husband had abandoned jobs in Ohio, San Diego, Detroit, New York and Salt Lake City. He had also, thanks to his mentor Dr Phil Porter ('one of homeopathy's most pre-eminent specialists'), travelled to Berlin, Paris and London as a special correspondent for the American Homeopathic Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. There's another red flag: never trust a 19th-century male medic who is excessively interested in obs and gynae.
'This is the story of a murder, not a murderer,' Rubenhold writes in her prologue. She took the same approach in The Five (2019), her book about the women killed by Jack the Ripper, which concentrated on their lives before autumn 1888. Crippen may be the name forever associated with the 'North London cellar murder', but here he is treated by Rubenhold as one character in 'an ensemble cast brought together to tell a more panoramic and human version of one of the most infamous crimes of the early 20th century'. Chiefly, she tells the life stories of three women who did trust Crippen, and faced the consequences.
[image: Dr Crippen]Dr Crippen




Charlotte Bell was an Irish tenant farmer's daughter who emigrated to New York in 1882 with her sister and mother after her father died of typhoid. In 1887, she became a trainee nurse at a homeopathic hospital on West 61st Street, which was looking for nurses to train and hire, as well as for medical interns. 'Dr Crippen and Nurse Bell would have been thrown together in ward emergencies ... They were married ... the year that they met.'
Crippen was born in 1862 in Coldwater, Michigan, to Myron Crippen, a merchant, and his wife, Ardesee, a sewing-machine sales assistant. Myron, too, moved often: Florida, Canada, California. For a few years, the family disappears from the record. As a teenager, Crippen was apprenticed to a homeopathic doctor whose practice was on the ground floor of their apartment building in San Jose, and he went on to the University of Michigan, where he met Porter. By 1880, there were 56 new homeopathic hospitals in the US. They provided remedies that were 'designed to assist a person's "vital force" to heal the body', and were thought to appeal particularly to women and the devout as 'kinder' and more 'sympathetic' cures for illness.
Sent to Europe to write articles for the American Homeopathic Journal, Crippen was soon developing 'theories about disorders of the female reproductive system and their effects on other parts of the body ... focusing on the ear.' He seemed to have a weird fascination with and phobia about women's reproductive systems. Rubenhold doesn't theorise about this but simply tells the story as completely and accurately as possible. Crippen certainly didn't want any more children. Charlotte's brother, William, would later say that she'd written to her family before her death, from their new home in Salt Lake City, to tell them that Crippen was forcing her to have abortions. She had already submitted to 'two dangerous cuttings' when she wrote: 'My husband is about to force me to the knife again ... I want my relations to know that if I die it will be his fault.'
The official cause of her death was 'paralysis of the sympathetic', a homeopathic term implying a complete shutdown of the nervous system - in other words, a stroke. Had Crippen killed her? There was no such accusation. Charlotte was buried quietly in a pauper's grave (Crippen had been disappointed to discover too late that her family were not wealthy aristocrats), and her death never investigated. Otto was brought up by his paternal grandparents, while Crippen 'turned his sights east'.
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Cora Turner, born Kunegunde Mackamotzki, and later to restyle herself as Belle Elmore, was the daughter of a hard-up German immigrant family in Brooklyn. She had an (illegal) abortion, aged eighteen, after her domestic employer got her pregnant. Dr George Clinton Jeffrey and Dr Crippen, his new assistant, recently arrived from Salt Lake City, carried it out. After a detailed sketch of the German immigrant community in Brooklyn (beer halls, German-language theatres, singing societies), Rubenhold forces us to watch this new romance develop, post-abortion, in the summer of 1892. We know, of course, that this same woman will, eighteen years later, lie filleted and boneless, her head and organs removed, under the cellar floor of 39 Hilldrop Crescent, just off Camden Road in North London.
Rubenhold's explanation for Cora's falling in love with Crippen is that she was a 'fallen woman', living alone in a rented room. The courtship would have been 'an enjoyable distraction during the warmest part of the summer', and she must have relished 'sashaying down the boardwalks' at Coney Island 'on the linen-suited arm of an educated professional'. He wanted to marry her quickly, because he'd accepted a new job in Louisville, and so he rushed her off to Jersey City (the nearest Gretna Green). Needless to say, Crippen spent only a few months in Kentucky before he found a job in Missouri, and then, shortly after that, returned to New York. He'd ditched so many jobs by now that he was finding it hard to get another; instead, he was writing and editing articles for homeopathic journals.
Then Rubenhold writes ominously that 'Crippen found himself in a predicament. Unless he was prepared to resort to drastic measures, the situation he wished most to avoid would become inevitable.' In other words, Cora would get pregnant again. In the winter of 1894, aged 21, she had an oophorectomy, an operation described by some as amounting to the 'castration of women', which 'immorally robbed them of their primary function in life, which was to bear children'.
Two previous accounts of the Crippen story leave out this operation. In his viscerally misogynistic introduction to the Notable British Trials volume on the case (1920), Filson Young doesn't mention it at all, writing simply: 'They had no children to complicate the relationship.' In The Mild Murderer (1977), Tom Cullen writes: 'Belle had not been long married before it became necessary to remove her ovaries ... Even if they had adopted a child it might have made a difference, but they appeared set against this course.' Not 'they', surely. Crippen was the one who did not want a child. 'How Crippen's young and fertile wife was persuaded that she required this form of intervention is unknown,' Rubenhold writes. Crippen later claimed that Cora suffered from a prolapsed uterus and had painful periods, but Cora's sister protested that she'd never said anything about this.
'You know how I love babies,' Cora wrote to her sister in 1909. 'There is only one way to have a complete home, and that is to have a little child in it.' The operation did not go smoothly. Rubenhold mentions discharge and a pus bag. Worse, it brought on an early menopause. Cora became 'large' and 'opulent', and in those days it was unacceptable for a married woman to be both childless and an ebullient, larger-than-life figure. Young describes her as 'robust and animal': 'Her vitality was of that loud, aggressive and physical kind that seems to exhaust the atmosphere around it.' It wasn't just men who derided her for being large and loud. In The Girl who Loved Crippen (1957) the novelist Ursula Bloom claimed to be 'disgusted' by Cora's 'hysterical and blowsy' appearance, while Dorothy L. Sayers summed her up in an article for the Sunday Times in 1934 as 'noisy, over-vitalised, animal, seductive and intolerable'.
Cora initially wanted to train as an opera singer, but, when that didn't work out, she decided instead to become a vaudeville performer, and took the name Belle Elmore. Young trashes her for this, too: 'She had nothing but vanity, no scrap of the ability or industry necessary even for her small purposes.' Apparently, she was 'hissed off the stage' in her music-hall appearances - a detail Rubenhold omits.
Crippen, meanwhile, was turning into a spiv. By early 1894, he had started working for James Monroe Munyon, a 'professor' - the title was his own - who made his fortune selling 'Munyon's Remedies', which he advertised as 'a cure for every disease'. Crippen was soon transferred to the head office in Philadelphia, where he was one of six 'eminent specialists' who looked down the throats, inside the ears and into the eyes of the gullible unwell. In 1897, he was tasked with opening a Munyon's office in London.
Cue the third young woman of the story: Ethel Neave, later known as Ethel Le Neve, a sunny girl from Norfolk whose father had landed a job as a dairyman in Hampstead in 1890, and who trained to be a 'lady typewriter' at Pitman's Metropolitan School in Bloomsbury. She met Crippen in 1902, by which time he was no longer at Munyon's. (He had been fired when it was discovered that he was 'moonlighting as his wife's theatrical manager'.) After a short spell at the Sovereign Remedy Company - there is no end to the inventive names of these cure-all businesses - Crippen began working as a physician at the Drouet Institute for the Deaf, another fraudulent outfit where the hard of hearing were sent home with powder on the tongue, plasters behind the ears and 'ear antiseptic'. Ethel's sister, Nina, was the head of its 'female typists department', and got Ethel a job there. Inevitably, Crippen was soon visiting 'his two teenaged typists at home' and taking them for dinner at an Italian restaurant. When Nina married, his affair with Ethel began.
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The Drouet Institute closed shortly after the journalist and Liberal MP Henry Labouchere denounced it in Truth magazine, calling it (in a subsequent libel case) 'a disgraceful institution carried on for unworthy objects by discreditable means'. Crippen and his partners set up the Dean Drug Company in 1903, so that the institute could return to life under another name; after that it became the Aural Remedies Company. After this third incarnation collapsed, Crippen reinvented himself as Dr M. Franckel, the German manufacturer of a cure for deafness called Ohrsorb. He also started a dentistry company called the Yale Tooth Specialists (Ethel had twenty teeth extracted). By now, he and his partners were shameless swindlers.
One of the many features of Edwardian life that Rubenhold evokes brilliantly is the Music Hall Ladies' Guild, an organisation set up in 1906 to raise funds for female music-hall performers who had fallen on hard times. Its headquarters were in Albion House in Holborn, where Crippen's various businesses were also based. The guild became Belle's lifeline. She was treasurer of its executive committee and threw herself into her duties, organising events such as the annual dinner of the Music Hall Artistes' Railway Association. Her new friends were philanthropic thespians, including Melinda May, Lillian Nash, Paul and Clara Martinetti, Louise Smythson and Isabel Ginnett. They had all been famous music-hall performers in their time (Nash, whose stage name was Lil Hawthorne, and her sisters had dazzled audiences with 'The Willow Pattern Plate', 'an ingenious piece of staging which featured a blue and white background designed as a china plate', against which the women were camouflaged by their blue and white dresses).
Young lays into Belle for what he calls her 'inordinate concupiscence' as well as her vanity, extravagance and shrewishness. He claims she had an affair with Bruce Miller, another expat performer, famous - as Rubenhold intriguingly writes - for his 'papier-mache clockwork orchestra'. Miller later claimed that he never did more than kiss Belle and 'could not be more than a friend'. Crippen kept reassuring Ethel that Belle would leave him and go back to the US with Miller, but nothing happened. Around 15 January 1910, he went to Lewis and Burrows, a chemist's near his office in Holborn, and ordered five grains of hyoscine hydrobromide - an unusually large amount, usually only requested by hospitals - which he said was for homeopathic purposes. Two weeks later, the Crippens hosted a 'potluck supper' at 39 Hilldrop Crescent. Their guests, the Martinettis, were served several courses - soup followed by beef, salads, pudding, coffee and liqueurs - and were pressed to stay late into the night to play whist. Crippen had insisted they come to supper that evening, even though Paul Martinetti wasn't feeling well. Leaving after midnight, the exhausted guests had trouble getting a taxi. Eventually they found a four-wheeler ('a growler').
Belle was never seen again. The guild received a letter a few days later, supposedly in her handwriting, saying she had been called to America at a few hours' notice on family business and was resigning as treasurer. Nash and her husband, John, thought this was strange. They stopped by Hilldrop Crescent, but the windows were dark and no one answered the door. Why, the Martinettis asked Crippen, had Belle taken hardly any luggage with her, just one small basket? He said it was because she'd had to leave so suddenly. But then why, they wondered, hadn't she sent them a postcard from the ship?
On 20 February, Crippen appeared at the Benevolent Fund Dinner and Ball at the Criterion with Ethel Le Neve - she had upgraded her surname - on his arm. She was wearing Belle's 'rising sun' diamond brooch. The Music Hall Ladies were outraged. Crippen told them that Belle was dangerously ill with double pleuro-pneumonia, which she'd caught at sea. Later, he sent the Martinettis a message saying that she had died of pneumonia shortly after her ship docked. Highly suspicious, Louise Smythson visited Scotland Yard, but no one seemed interested. Smythson sent a committee member, Violet Bartram, to examine recent passenger lists on ships to the US. There was no mention of Belle's name, and the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce confirmed that 'no one by the name of Crippen died during the month of March'. The story then begins to resemble Richard Osman's We Solve Murders. These retired thespians wouldn't let the matter rest. The Nashes went to Albion House to ask Crippen more questions. When he couldn't produce the name of the crematorium to which Belle's body had been consigned - or a death certificate - they rushed back to Scotland Yard. This time, they were listened to.
Meanwhile, Ethel had become the chatelaine of 39 Hilldrop Crescent, appropriating Belle's furs and jewels. Two detectives called at the house: Detective Chief Inspector Walter Dew and Detective Sergeant Mitchell. Dew had been a young police officer in the Whitechapel division of the Metropolitan Police during the Jack the Ripper murders of the late 1880s (his memoir, I Caught Crippen, covers both cases). Crippen now changed his story, saying that as far as he knew Belle was still alive. He told the detectives about their marriage, explaining that his wife had been having an affair, and that they'd stopped sleeping together four years earlier. He was candid about his relationship with Ethel, who was now 'living with him as his wife'.
Crippen had always been good at moving on swiftly, and that was exactly what he and Ethel did next. Crippen cut off her hair, she changed into a suit and put on a hat, and they left for France (although they first had to kill time 'riding about East London on an omnibus' after missing their train to Harwich). Dew and Mitchell returned to Hilldrop Crescent and started to dig in the garden and then in the coal cellar. There, buried in the earth under the brick floor, they found human remains: pieces of flesh, but no bones, head or sex organs. 'The stench was unbearable,' Dew wrote in I Caught Crippen (they had to 'fortify themselves with brandy' to keep digging). Traces of hyoscine were found in the remains, and there were a few other items buried with them, including part of a gentleman's striped pyjama jacket that matched pyjamas found under Crippen's bed. It seemed that Crippen had poisoned and then dismembered Belle. Nobody knows what he did with the missing body parts. Perhaps he burned them in the garden or threw them in the Regent's Canal.
Crippen and Le Neve (still dressed as a boy) secured a cabin on HMS Montrose, which was bound for Montreal. Photographs of the couple were by now all over the international press. When the ship's captain, Henry Kendall, glimpsed the older man surreptitiously squeezing the younger man's hand, he felt it was his duty to investigate this act of possible homosexual 'indecency'. While they were in the dining room, he slipped into their cabin, where he found a rag made from the sleeve of a woman's under-bodice. It was being used to staunch menstrual blood.
The Montrose was one of only sixty ships in the world to have an onboard wireless set. Kendall managed to get a message to Inspector Dew: 'Have strong suspicions that Crippen London cellar murderer and accomplice are among saloon passengers. Moustache taken off growing beard. Accomplice dressed as boy. Voice manner and build undoubtedly a girl. Both travelling as Mr and Master Robinson.' A faster steamer, the Laurentic, sped across the Atlantic and overtook them. When the Montrose docked at its first port, Father Point in Quebec, Dew came on board disguised as a pilot. 'Good morning, Dr Crippen,' he said, and put him in handcuffs. Both Crippen and Le Neve were charged: he with murder and mutilation, she with murder and 'receiving, comforting, harbouring and assisting Hawley Harvey Crippen'.
It took the jury at the Old Bailey just 27 minutes to find Crippen guilty and 20 minutes for another jury, in a separate trial, to acquit Ethel. Crippen protested his innocence until his dying day - which soon came. He was hanged in Pentonville Prison on 23 November 1910. Le Neve ended up as a housewife and mother in Croydon, where she lived until her death in 1967, spending her evenings doing crochet and suffering from occasional bouts of paranoia.
In his essay for Notable British Trials, Young refers to the extremes of good and evil, writing that 'somewhere between these extremes, far below the highest, but far above the lowest, lies the case of Dr Crippen, who killed his wife in order to give his life to the woman he loved.' 'There are two sides to the story,' he continues, 'the physical, which is sordid, dreadful and revolting, and the spiritual, which is good and heroic.' Rubenhold is having none of that. On the eve of his hanging, Crippen wrote a sentimental final message to Le Neve, declaring his eternal love and gratitude. 'And with that, the swindling, duping, lying Crippen, a confidence trickster to the very end of his life, makes the now damp-eyed reader forget in an instant that he is a murderer, condemned to death for ruthlessly killing his spouse.'
Rubenhold feels bound to mention the awkward detail that in 2008, during the production of an American TV programme called Secrets of the Dead, a sample of Belle's skin was sent to a lab at Michigan State University to be tested. The mitochondrial DNA reading did not match that of Belle's living relatives. What's more, a new test for determining sex was carried out, revealing that the remains in the cellar were in fact male. In which case, the whole story implodes. But Professor Turi King, a member of the team who identified the remains of Richard III in 2012, is unconvinced by those Michigan findings, and does not believe that a case for Crippen's innocence has been made.
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The Pope and Pachamama
Colm Toibin

3545 wordsSteve Bannon  doesn't like him. Before the conclave, he named Cardinal Robert Prevost as 'one of the dark horses' to become the next pope. 'Unfortunately, he's one of the most progressive,' Bannon added. It is unlikely that Princess Gloria von Thurn und Taxis, who had objected to Pope Francis and wants a return to a more traditional Catholicism, has much time for him either. And Brian Burch, Trump's nominee as ambassador to the Vatican, can't be happy. These last two, according to the New York Times, went to a ball in Rome ahead of the conclave with various right-wing European politicians. Most of those present supported a Hungarian cardinal called Peter Erdo. 'He's what we need right now,' Tim Busch, president of the conservative Napa Institute in California, told the Times. 'We need someone who can teach clearly and be strong.' When it came to the cardinals' vote, Erdo's case could not have been helped by the fact that he had also been backed by Viktor Orban, and by Cardinal George Pell of Australia, who was convicted of sexual abuse in 2018 (the conviction was overturned on appeal two years later).
Among the revellers at the ball was Alexander Tschugguel, a Catholic convert from Austria who delighted conservatives five years ago when he stole some statues of Pachamama, a fertility goddess, from the Church of Santa Maria del Carmelo in Rome. Francis had gladly accepted them during a meeting with Amazonian leaders, and Tschugguel was outraged at what he saw as idol worship, so he broke into the chapel at dawn, pocketed the statues and tossed them into the Tiber. Francis asked for forgiveness from those who were offended and the statues were recovered.
The abiding spirit in this conclave, clearly, was Pachamama herself. She must be pleased to have a Peruvian citizen running things in Rome. What will she want in return? It might be enough for her to know that Pope Leo, thus far in his life, has been skilled at placing himself in the middle whenever there are warring factions. He can't be called conservative and he can't be called too liberal. Francis, the dead pope, will be smiling in heaven. He liked the idea of being neither one thing nor another. But on one issue, Leo is clear. He is not a supporter of the Trump regime or of the large body of rich and conservative American Catholics who wish to make themselves heard. Trump and Vance may publicly welcome him now, but the warmth will not last.
In the week before Francis died, there had been concern in the Vatican about the impending visit of Vance, who had converted to Catholicism in 2019. In an encounter with Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office on 28 February, Vance had shown himself to be aggressive and combative, a populist politician in search of a cause. How interesting it might be for him, then, were he looking for a second target, to begin a campaign against the liberal wing of the Catholic Church, to establish himself as a leader of a more traditional Catholicism, someone longing for the Latin Mass and for a time when rules were rules, a time when the most the poor could expect from the Church was its pity and its charity.
Vance had already suggested that the Catholic Church in America was interested in settling migrants for material gain. On Face the Nation, in his first interview as vice president, he said: 'I think that the US Conference of Catholic Bishops needs to actually look in the mirror a little bit and recognise that when they receive over $100 million to help resettle illegal immigrants, are they worried about humanitarian concerns? Or are they actually worried about their bottom line?' Cardinal Timothy Dolan, normally a cheerleader for Trump (he delivered the traditional prayer at both inaugurations), called Vance's remarks 'just scurrilous' and 'very nasty'.
Trump had fired the first shot in a battle between the White House and the Vatican by nominating Burch, the president of the right-wing advocacy group CatholicVote, as his ambassador. On 20 December, the National Catholic Reporter wrote: 'Trump's choice of Burch to represent him here in Rome is certain to raise eyebrows inside the Vatican, as he has long expressed criticism of the Francis papacy.' When Francis decided, in 2023, to allow priests to bless individuals in same-sex unions, Burch had attacked him for creating 'confusion' within the Church. He predicted that the pope would not be in office much longer and said that the next pope must 'clarify' the confusion of the Francis era. He also criticised Francis's governance for what he described as a 'pattern of vindictiveness'.
Francis retaliated on 6 January by appointing Robert McElroy as cardinal archbishop of Washington DC. In 2015, when McElroy, who supported Francis's stance against injustice and social inequality, was appointed bishop of San Diego, he spoke out against homelessness and expressed his support for immigration reform. While his fellow American bishops were preaching against abortion and euthanasia, he insisted that they also oppose 'poverty and the degradation of the earth'. When Trump visited California in 2019 to inspect a site for the border wall he wished to build, McElroy said: 'It is a sad day for our country when we trade the majestic, hope-filled symbolism of the Statue of Liberty for an ineffective and grotesque wall, which both displays and inflames the ethnic and cultural divisions that have long been the underside of our national history.'
In February, a month before he was installed in Washington, McElroy led a protest march in San Diego against Trump's immigration policies, made up mainly of Latino members of his congregation. In the sermon he gave on his actual installation, however, he was careful to make no direct reference to the White House. Instead, he spoke in high-minded tones about matters of faith, especially the Resurrection. His task that day was not to confront Trump - he had done that with this march - but to make it clear that he operated from an unassailable position. Who can argue with the Resurrection?
Vance was visiting Rome before the new US ambassador to the Vatican had been ratified by the Senate. He could easily, if the mood took him, find a willing camera somewhere in front of St Peter's and call on the Church to keep its nose out of American politics, to concentrate instead on cleaning up its own doctrinal house. It wasn't hard to imagine Vance, in that week, as Trump's continued outrages dominated every news cycle, telling the pope and his cardinals that their views on immigrants and asylum seekers would not have any influence in Washington, in spite of the new cardinal. He could add that many Catholics were tired of fudge and prevarication. They wanted clarity. He was here, he might say, to offer his leadership to Catholics alienated from the Church by the weakness of Pope Francis.
The problem was not merely that the pope was dying and that this was hardly the moment to launch an assault on him. The Vatican was ready to make clear that while its secretary of state, Cardinal Pietro Parolin, and its foreign minister, Archbishop Paul Gallagher, would meet the vice president, they wished to distance themselves from his views. What followed, according to the official Vatican statement, was 'an exchange of opinions on the international situation, especially regarding countries affected by war, political tensions and difficult humanitarian situations, with particular attention to migrants, refugees and prisoners'. This was the narrative reported by most journalists, who ignored the statement from the vice president's office claiming that he and the cardinal had discussed 'their shared religious faith, Catholicism in the United States, the plight of persecuted Christian communities around the world and President Trump's commitment to restoring world peace'.
But what to do with Vance before he went on his way? He and Francis had already had an open argument. Vance had spoken in January of ordo amoris, or a 'hierarchy of obligations', stating in a social media post that his 'moral duties' to his children were greater than those to 'a stranger who lives thousands of miles away'. In a direct rebuke, Francis replied: 'Christian love is not a concentric expansion of interests that little by little extend to other persons and groups ... The true ordo amoris that must be promoted is that which we discover by meditating constantly on the parable of the "Good Samaritan", that is, by meditating on the love that builds a fraternity open to all, without exception.' In Chicago, a little-known recently appointed cardinal retweeted another attack on Vance's statement: 'J.D. Vance is wrong: Jesus doesn't ask us to rank our love for others.' That cardinal was Robert Prevost.
Since the pope was ill, he had every excuse not to see Vance. While it's tempting to claim that the sight of Vance, all humble and obsequious, might have hastened Francis's demise, it would be more plausible to suppose that seeing Vance for a few minutes, and hearing his expressions of gratitude, allowed the pope to die slightly more content. The footage of Vance being received by the ailing and unsmiling pope, with Vance looking like an attack Chihuahua who had lost the will to live, must have given the pontiff and his followers some comfort. The meeting ended with a gift of Easter eggs for the three Vance children and Vance saying that he would pray for the pope. Vance's prayers go far. Attentive readers will know that the last time Vance's prayers were reported, they had been to seek the 'victory' of US military strikes against the Houthis in Yemen. He did this in a Signal chat with other members of the Trump administration on 15 March, a chat that was shared with the editor of the Atlantic magazine.
But even if Vance went away with his tail between his legs just as Francis ascended to heaven, his antics make clear how deeply divided American Catholicism is. By concentrating on the plight of immigrants and by openly opposing the Trump regime, the Church has, for the main part, embraced the poor. The problem is that many American Catholics are not poor; they include six members of the Supreme Court - all the justices save Elena Kagan, Neil Gorsuch and Ketanji Brown Jackson. The fact that John Roberts, Amy Coney Barrett, Brett Kavanaugh, Clarence Thomas, Samuel Alito and Sonia Sotomayor are all Catholic may speak to the idea of diversity and variety within the Church, but it also shows how little Catholics in America have in common with one another. These justices may agree on the Immaculate Conception, the Virgin Birth and the Assumption, on transubstantiation and the divinity of Jesus, but hardly on abortion law, the death penalty and the right to shoot up a school.
In an interview on his way to Francis's funeral, Trump boasted that he received 56 per cent of the Catholic vote at the last election. Which he did, a 9 per cent increase on 2020. He later retweeted an AI-generated picture of himself dressed as the pope, as though wearing a funny costume and peculiar hat were a kind of joke.
On Good Friday  1985 I took part in a procession organised by the local Catholic priest through the streets of the small town of Promissao in the Mato Grosso in Brazil. We were led by a man in bare feet carrying a heavy wooden cross. While this man wasn't actually wearing a crown of thorns, there was a feeling that it wouldn't be long before his tormentors, wherever they were, would add this to his woes. He stumbled and paused and stumbled again. I would not have been surprised had his afflicted mother appeared at any moment from one of the houses that we passed. A few times, I noticed someone standing sulkily in a driveway and then going inside as the procession went by or someone looking furtively from a window. No one from any of the houses on the one long middle-class boulevard came out to bless themselves as the procession passed.
The priest explained that many of these people had turned away from the Catholic Church and had joined one of the evangelical churches that did not specialise in preaching the gospel of the poor. Those in the procession, he said, were day workers or the unemployed or their families. The procession connected the Way of the Cross with the plight of the poor in Brazil. By embracing the poor in these towns and villages, the Church had managed to alienate the middle class and the rich. More than a fifth of Brazilians now identify as evangelical while around half are Catholic. Evangelical churches are growing in number, from fewer than a thousand in 1970 to more than a hundred thousand now. Within a few years, it is likely that the number of evangelical Christians in Brazil will match the number of Catholics.
On that Good Friday in 1985 I sensed a palpable hostility from those who did not join the procession. The disdain bordered on snobbery. A decade earlier, in 1973, in Argentina, when Jorge Mario Bergoglio became, at 36, the youngest provincial in the history of the Jesuits, he resisted any temptation to make the Jesuits in Argentina and Uruguay a mission to the poor.* 'He tried to make us more like a religious order,' one of his students recalled, 'wearing surplices and singing the office.' The teachings were 'all St Thomas Aquinas and the old Church Fathers'. As provincial, Bergoglio encouraged Jesuit priests when they visited poor areas to talk about religion rather than social conditions and to have nothing to do with unions or co-operatives. In 1977, when an English Jesuit, Michael Campbell-Johnston, was sent to Argentina to report on the order there, he wrote that he was appalled that 'our institute in Buenos Aires was able to function freely because it never criticised or opposed the government.' According to Austen Ivereigh, Bergoglio's biographer, 'he berated Bergoglio ... for being "out of step with our other social institutes in the continent".' Bergoglio was replaced as provincial in 1979, becoming rector of the Jesuit seminary.
Bergoglio had a reputation for being humourless and inflexible. In 1998, when he was appointed archbishop of Buenos Aires, he became less humourless - at least some of the time - but more inflexible. He didn't live in a palace, he travelled by bus and showed his humility by washing people's feet. He also began to preach to the Argentine government about the way it should run the country. After the election of Nestor Kirchner in 2003 and throughout the succeeding presidency of Cristina Fernandez, Kirchner's wife, he preached against their policies in their presence until they stopped attending his sermons. It is hard to think of any elected government in a democracy in recent years that suffered such a relentless and energetic attack by a prince of the Catholic Church. At the same time, Bergoglio avoided the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, who continued to protest the disappearance of their children during the Dirty War. They in turn did not trust him. He had not supported the trial of the generals after the dictatorship fell.
Why was he elected pope? Did his nonchalance on the legacy of the disappearances win him support from fellow cardinals? Or was his willingness to attack a government on questions of public morality and economic strategy one of the reasons they voted for him? Was it because of his public humility, his readiness to kiss feet and live modestly and wait for a bus as though he were a member of the public? Is it possible that the cardinals who voted in 2013 - cardinals appointed by John Paul II and Benedict - presumed that they were getting chalk when they opted for Bergoglio (who was runner-up when Benedict was elected in 2005) and instead, all the way from Argentina, came cheese? How strange that a most rigid and solemn cardinal became a most relaxed and light-hearted pope. One explanation might be Bergoglio's Jesuit formation. Even though he distanced himself from the order after 1990, what he had learned from them, Paul Vallely writes in Pope Francis: Untying the Knots (2013), 'was not some natural modesty, bashfulness or self-effacement'. It was, rather, an act of will in the spirit of Jesuit self-discipline: 'His will must seek to impose on a personality which has its share of pride and a propensity to dogmatic and domineering behaviour.'
He also seemed relaxed about certain doctrinal matters. It didn't seem to bother him whether divorced and remarried Catholics received communion. And he famously asked about homosexuality: 'Who am I to judge?' Although he didn't support the idea of women priests, he appointed a woman earlier this year to a powerful position in the Vatican. Sister Raffaella Petrini is president of the Pontifical Commission for Vatican City State, effectively the governor of the Vatican state, the first woman to hold such a position. The six ordinary members of the commission are senior cardinals. The meetings must be something to behold.
Bergoglio's stance on many political matters - from climate change to the war in Ukraine - was close to that of the EU. Indeed, there were moments in his pontificate when it seemed that the Vatican resembled the EU at prayer, but rather more eloquent and unbuttoned. On matters to do with women and gay people, the Vatican hasn't a clue what to do except from time to time recognise that women are part of God's will and we, poor gay people, are special and should be loved when we are not being told - one of Benedict's epithets - that we are 'intrinsically disordered'.
If Francis's power depended merely on his charm and his ambiguity, how was it that a mild form of mayhem didn't take hold during his pontificate? The answer is that he controlled the Vatican with diehard Jesuit steel. He missed nothing. His decision to move, on election, into spartan quarters in Casa Santa Marta rather than the sumptuous papal apartments, created an aura of sanctity and humility around him. But it also meant that, in the more informal setting of Santa Marta, no one could be sure who was coming to see Francis and what news he was receiving. People could slip in and out. It soon emerged that Francis was getting all the news, as he had done in Argentina. He did not tolerate dissent. He made sure that any group returning to the Latin Mass and other pre-Vatican II systems of worship was investigated and put on notice. Since he had spent his life in Argentina, Francis had no set of close associates among the cardinals or the Curia. He made this remoteness a form of strength. He owed nothing to anybody.
The Church  needs to change; the Church cannot afford to change. The new pope needs to oversee this mixture of change and no-change without looking foolish or weak. It may help that Leo is young - if 69 can be considered young - and that he is a tennis player. If, after a tough game of singles on a bright May Roman morning, he were to ask me - I am also 69 - for advice, I would quietly let him know how he might handle three pressing matters.
The first is the Latin Mass. It is all very well and it sounds good, especially Sursum corda. But it is code. Those who profess to want its return want many other things too; they are fiercely conservative and must be kept down. The rule is: don't preach against the Latin Mass or make any quotable statements about it. Just have those people who want it back watched carefully, reported on. If they are priests, you can have them removed to windswept and remote parishes. There are many ways of letting them know you are on their case. That is what Francis did. Follow Francis also on the question of divorced people taking communion but, unlike him, say nothing on the matter. It is only a burning issue for those who want to stop any form of change. Let the German cardinals argue about it. If a divorced person wants communion, they will surely know to go to a church around the corner and join the line. On the question of gay Catholics, you must also be quiet. Just say nothing. Please realise that your smallest remark suggesting that gay people are not as good as you and your fellow cardinals will make gay people in many places laugh out loud, but it will be heard with less mirth in places where gay people fear for their lives. It is essential that you do not appoint bishops and cardinals in Africa who preach against gay people.
Above all, you must listen to Pachamama. She is in Rome still, having bathed in the waters of the Tiber. She is always ready to be consulted. She will advise you to smile, tell us about hope, speak Italian and Spanish, and insist that God loves us. That should be enough for the moment.
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On Forrest Gander
Stephanie Burt

1348 wordsForrest Gander's  first collection of poems appeared in 1988. He grew up in Virginia and his early work seemed like that of an elegant regionalist. With cut-glass concision, he often took a long look at earth, rocks, landscapes. 'If not a writer, then I would probably be a geologist,' he said in 2005. He planned to study palaeontology, but was diagnosed with melanoma in his twenties and decided, on his recovery, to pursue poetry instead. The early Gander also showed skill (he still does) in depicting erotic devotion and happy, awkward bodies in bed: 'the wax in your ear tastes/bitter until I suck your tongue'; 'lengths of/limbs in limbo on/the furrowed sheets'. And he knew how to frame the sounds of the rural South, as in 'Sheriff Billy Willet's/drunken, uphill, lisped soliloquy'.
 Gander, who has now published twenty books, gradually extended his ambitions. He wrote longer-lined poems about photographs (some in collaboration with artists such as Sally Mann). He assembled poems about married love, alongside his partner (and colleague at Brown) the poet C.D. Wright. He delved further into geology, especially in the aptly titled Science & Steepleflower (1998). In 2008 he published As a Friend (2008), a novel or a roman a clef, linked to Wright's early life. He also fashioned an astonishing sequence of unrhymed sonnets about raising their charismatic, headstrong son, Brecht. He won recognition for his translations of Spanish poetry into English: Mexico's Coral Bracho and Pura Lopez Colome, Bolivia's Jaime Saenz and, more recently, long lost poems by Pablo Neruda. He has also translated the work of Japanese poets such as Yoshimasu Gozo and Shuri Kido.
 Gander's translations gave him a way to stand apart from Wright: in other literary matters they often seemed as inseparable as the Brownings. Wright's sudden death in 2016, and the loss of Gander's mother, informed the clipped, painful series of poems in Be With (2018), which won the Pulitzer Prize. Later Gander moved to California and married the sculptor and installation artist Ashwini Bhat. He published Knot, a book of verse responses to the photographer Jack Shear's elegant male nudes, in 2022.
 His most recent work is Mojave Ghost, a book-length poem - or a book-length set of untitled short poems - whose lines have a sharp and quasi-photographic accuracy (New Directions, PS12.99). It's a travelogue, a response to the bright, uneven landscapes of southern and south-eastern California, a narrated multi-day hike 'past boulders/on the xeric canyon path'. It's also an introspective work of mourning and memory, as well as a sex poem. (We find the poet restless in his sadness, then leave him with his beloved, still restless, but warm.) On a first reading, the poem seems to grow from and feed back into the landscapes it describes, clarifying 'desert foothills' alongside strips of the eastern and southern United States. Few poets see so much, so well, both in the shapes the lines make on the page, like the contours of canyons, and in sometimes shocking figurations: 'clouds like lines of coke'; 'fine bird-bone clouds/giving structure to the afternoon sky'. No place feels, in Gander's work, like any other. 'Back here' - it must be Wright's Arkansas - 'he imagines her/everywhere he looks. As the spring hills boing green.' Each remembered locale sends us in search of Gander's ghosts, until the Mojave, returning, brings us back to the present, to 'the gratuitous/revelation of mineral forces'.
 Gander is precise in his descriptions of place: 'Clusters of ramose fissures reticulate the plain'; 'thirty feet from ... where the arroyo realigns'. His double sense of time - that of the earth and that of the span of a human life - informs the poems as left and right eye inform the observer, presumably Bhat, who accompanies him on the hike: 'Where is the place for them in/geologic time? She lifts binoculars/to her lined face.' Lined with age; lined because Gander's lines describe her. Watching her, he feels 'like an insect blown by an updraft onto a mountain snowfield'. The canyon where they hike seems to Gander not only dry and sunlit but 'thaumaturgic', bringing back as if by magic the doubts and reassurances from his past.
Mojave Ghost includes sentences that shine with or without any kind of context: in one moment of sadness, 'my small exuberances/hive in me like worms in a cadaver.//I'll just sleep for a while/with these stones over my eyes.' Gander's sometimes terse attention to what he sees, his wish to make each segment stand independently, can cut pronouns and references clean away from the real life that they appear to describe: 'Happiness, she said once, is for amateurs.' She meaning Wright? Most likely; but what to do, two pages later, with 'The sum of what/ he knows of her is balanced/on what he doesn't know?' Wright? Bhat? Some third party? What about the spectacularly original erotic phrase: 'her ass, like two cloves of garlic'? Who to envision here - and where? Part of the point is that the name of the person addressed doesn't really matter. The poem becomes less autobiographical and more, as Gander once wrote about the poetry of George Oppen, 'a collaboration with the world': everything and everyone, in Gander's psyche, speaks to everyone else.
 A poet of toothsome words, trying for single lines as solid as rocks, Gander also knows how to describe the way emotions lead to other emotions: the way, for example, 'happiness' appears to come with 'its own desire,/the desire to trill, to cling to us, to stay'. Yet the word 'stay', like all Gander's favourite words, recurs and pivots, finding the dark underside of every light thing. 'Who says you can't stay fixed on the boat's wake?' Fascinated by shining ripples on water? Or obsessed by what's now gone? The poet of Mojave Ghost has known both feelings.
 Sometimes Gander's concision seems gratuitous. Certain pages of the book contain just three lines: haiku-like framing, but also a lot of blank space without any apparent function or pay-off. He does better with one-line sentences arranged into longer processions, less an American Matsuo Basho than an Americanised Hopkins, weaving bleakness amid the desert sun's gleam: 'I borrowed my brightness from her. Where is it now?'
 Reread Mojave Ghost and it feels less like a travelogue than a writer's diary or a collection of geological finds. How do all these sayings and seeings hold together? What connects, say, 'the plinking and/ oscillating tympanum of the downpour', with its conjoined verbal adjectives, its quick mimesis, to the iterative flatness of 'My younger sister died today. My/father died today. My closest friend/died today. My mother died today'? How do these bits of Gander's psyche make a whole, along with one another or with the landscapes he also describes? If the poem resembles - as it says - a lake, or a set of lakes, 'what is it/swimming just under the surface?'
 On the other hand: why does it matter? The poem becomes a self-portrait - this writer, in this place, holding these memories, at this time, alongside this lover. The animals he encounters, like the rocks, serve the interpersonal, and the scraps of story serve the way that Gander depicts his states of mind, now smitten, now flattened, now coming back to life, as 'the future blows toward us without handholds.' Erotic devotion, grief and rapt observation alternate and triangulate and recur, just as 'the lake's small waves/go on wringing themselves out in the sand.' What lake? 'Lake Echo': perhaps Echo Lake, near Gander's former house in Rhode Island, or Echo Lake in California's Sierra Nevada: the only 'Lake Echo' in the United States is a body of water in central Florida. Looking it up won't help: that's the difference between reading, on the one hand, a book of biography or geology, and, on the other, this accretive, intermittently frustrating, startlingly experienced, wise and finally hopeful book.
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Diary
Safe and Unsafe Ports
Jerome Tubiana

3693 wordsIn  2019, I made several visits to Dhar al-Jebel, a Libyan detention centre better known as Zintan, after the nearest town. Around a thousand migrants, most of them Eritreans, were being held there indefinitely. Nearly all had been arrested by the Libyan coastguard in 2017, the year it began to receive EU funding to stop migrants trying to cross the Mediterranean, which was still a crime under a Libyan law dating from the Gaddafi era. After being brought back to shore, the detainees had been shuttled around Tripoli, until fighting between militias in the capital convinced the authorities and UN agencies to move them to the mountain hinterland south of the city, where they remained out of sight - and out of mind - for months, even years.
The detention centre at Zintan used to be a camp where children were drilled in Gaddafi's Green Book. There were kids among the migrants I saw there. One of them, Even, was 15 years old. I took a photograph of him squatting in front of a line of detainees while Libyan guards were supervising food distribution. On his right was his friend Saeed, a year older and an epilepsy sufferer. Even looked after him. On his left was 29-year-old Pace, one of the group's informal leaders, who had a hand on Even's arm. Even was young enough to warrant protection, but he was also precocious, a leader in his own right, who could offer support to others.
I asked Even how he had ended up in Zintan. He told me his family had left the local Orthodox congregation in Eritrea and joined a US-imported Pentecostal church, which was frowned on by the country's authoritarian nationalist regime. His father was arrested and died in jail when Even was seven. He dropped out of primary school to help his mother, who worked in a shop. Like all young Eritreans, he knew that one day he would be called up for mandatory national service and 'end up in the army, or in prison, or be killed'. In 2016, aged twelve, he decided to leave the country with three friends of the same age. He told his mother he was going to school and began the long journey to Sudan. 'I was a kid,' he told me. 'I didn't understand what could happen to me. My goal was just to stay safe in Sudan. But I realised I wouldn't have a chance to study and started thinking of Europe.' His next stop was Egypt, where he found work in a clothing factory. He met Saeed there, and took him under his wing.
In January 2018, Saeed and Even planned to board a boat in Alexandria organised by Eritrean smugglers and supposedly bound for Italy. It was a scam. Instead, they were forced to march for twelve hours across the border to Libya. When Saeed fainted, the other migrants carried him. In Libya they were driven to the remote western town of Bani Walid, a hub for traffickers. Thousands of migrants were held in hangars around the town. In Bani Walid, Even and Saeed found out that the sponsors of their boat had sold them to an Eritrean trafficker known as Knife, who worked for a local Libyan kingpin. Knife is said to have been granted asylum in Canada, where he now owns a barber shop. In Libya he made a living from torturing migrants in order to extract money from their families. 'Every morning you're on a phone calling your family. You tell them: I'm dying, send me the money,' Even told me. His mother sold her jewellery to pay the ransom of $4500. He calculated that since leaving Eritrea three years earlier, he had shelled out $11,500 to people smugglers and traffickers.
The ransom included payment for crossing the Mediterranean. On the night of 30 June, Even got on a 'plastic' (an inflatable dinghy) at Khoms, east of Tripoli. There were around 120 passengers, mostly fellow Eritreans. After several hours, the helmsman - a South Sudanese migrant picked by the smuggler and offered free passage in exchange for steering the boat - called the smuggler on the satellite phone, one of the few accessories smugglers regularly supply to small boats. Based on their GPS position, the smuggler said, they had now left the Libyan Search and Rescue (SAR) zone and were in the Maltese or Italian zone.
Since Gaddafi was overthrown in 2011, Libya has been controlled by rival armed groups. In 2015, the UN endorsed the Government of National Accord (GNA), but not all the militias signed up to it. Those that did made it possible for the GNA to exercise nominal rule over Libya's north-west coast, including Tripoli. In December 2017, the GNA notified the UN's International Maritime Organisation (IMO) that it had arrived at a definition of Libya's SAR zone in the Mediterranean. Its proposal was confirmed by the IMO on 27 June 2018, three days before Even got on the boat. Libya's SAR zone now extended from the coast to a horizontal line drawn midway across the Mediterranean on the 34deg20' northern parallel. South of this line, the Libyan authorities were to co-ordinate rescues, and the Libyan coastguard was empowered to intercept migrants and return them to Libya, despite repeated warnings from the UN and the EU that Libya was not a safe place for people rescued at sea.
The smuggler who had organised Even's crossing assured the helmsman that they were north of 34deg20', theoretically beyond the reach of the Libyan coastguard. In the late afternoon, the dinghy began to deflate, the hull broke up and the pump failed. The passengers took off their clothes and tried to use them to bail out water. They called the Italian Maritime Rescue Co-ordination Centre. The MRCC replied that help was on its way. An Italian military helicopter circled above the boat for about two hours. The passengers waved to the pilot with their sodden clothes. As the sea grew rougher, they called again. This time, a Libyan operator answered the call: the Italians had transferred it to the Libyan coastguard. Towards sunset the migrants saw a metallic grey boat approaching.
The Zuwarah, a fast patrol vessel built in Italy, had been given to Libya in 2009, a year after a Friendship Treaty was signed by Gaddafi and Silvio Berlusconi. As part of the deal, Italy agreed to pay EU5 billion to Libya, to be used largely for blocking migrant departures. The following year, Law 19/2010 criminalised the entry and exit of migrants to and from Libya. After Gaddafi's fall, transits surged. In 2016, 165,000 migrants crossed the Mediterranean from Libya to Italy. Rome and Brussels were panicked. In February 2017, Italy updated its Friendship Treaty with the GNA and the EU endorsed the new deal, which gave EU90 million towards ending migrant departures from Libya. At least EU14 million was earmarked for the delivery and maintenance of more than thirty patrol vessels. Older vessels such as the Zuwarah, sent back to Italy for maintenance in 2012, were returned to Libya in May 2017. When asked why so many patrol vessels were being deployed to Libya, EU officials said (or complained) that the Libyan coastguard was struggling with maintenance, which left its seaworthy vessels stretched beyond capacity.
As the Zuwarah approached, Even could see that it was full of migrants who had been intercepted earlier that day. The deck was heaving with people; some of them were sitting along the deck rails, legs dangling above the sea. At first the helmsman of Even's boat refused to stop, but the Zuwarah circled, whipping up the sea in its wake, and the migrants begged the helmsman to cut the outboard motor. Moments later, according to a photo taken by one of the coastguards from the bridge of the Zuwarah (and posted on Facebook), the dinghy had been brought alongside. The migrants look resigned. 'We told them we were happy to be rescued but as soon as we boarded their boat, they beat us,' Even said. 'The Libyan coastguard, as soon as they see you, they beat you. For them, it's like saying hi.' The guards told them to forget Europe: 'You Blacks don't have brains! You'll die here in Libya.' They also seized the outboard motor and remaining fuel before slashing the inflatable collar of the dinghy so that it couldn't be used again. There was hardly any room on the Zuwarah. Even found space to crouch under a console in the control room.
That night the wind got up and waves began to break across the deck. There was shouting: some West Africans sitting by the deck rail had gone overboard. Now it was the Libyan coastguard's turn to call the MRCC. A vessel appeared in the distance: the Asso Ventinove, one of a fleet of large tugs owned by Augusta Offshore, a Neapolitan shipping company that supplies a number of Libyan offshore oil rigs (their impressive silhouettes and the gas flares they emit allow migrants at sea to locate their positions). The Asso 29 took all the migrants off the Zuwarah and brought it under tow. The captain told them to settle down: 'We'll bring you to Italy. Sleep and drink.' Exhausted but hopeful, Even slept. When he woke at dawn on 2 July, he saw the buildings of a coastal city a few miles away. The migrants thought they might be approaching the Italian coast, but one of the Eritreans recognised the city as Tripoli and advised everyone to hide. Some of the migrants tried to stow away in dumpsters or smaller garbage bins; Even hid in an oil barrel. 'We didn't realise they had cameras,' he said. Libyan guards on the Asso 29 moved the migrants - at least 262 of them, from sixteen countries - to the Ras Jadir, a sister ship of the Zuwarah, and put them ashore in Tripoli. Again, they were beaten and mocked by soldiers, who shouted in Arabic: 'There's no Europe! No hope! You'll die in Libya!'
The law of the sea isn't complicated. Any vessel in distress should be attended to by the nearest ship, whether military, commercial or a rescue boat. The survivors should then be taken to the nearest 'port of safety'. Since Libya is not safe, passengers should be taken to Italy or Malta. Yet by 2018, Italian authorities had started to delay designating a port to both NGO and commercial vessels that were carrying rescued migrants. For private shipping companies, rescue meant losing time and money, and captains began to think twice before changing course to aid a vessel in distress. More discreetly, the Italian and Maltese authorities encouraged those who rescued migrants to return them to Libya. Arrivals in Italy and Malta from Libya dropped from 165,000 in 2016 to 7000 in 2019, while the rate of return to Libya under the auspices of the Libyan coastguard (and to a lesser extent boats such as the Asso 29) rose from 8 per cent to 50 per cent. The loss of life at sea from attempted crossings also rose, despite the EU Commission repeating that its primary aim was to save lives.
Migrants who disembark in Libya are usually held in detention centres. By mid-2018, the UN estimated that around ten thousand detainees were being held in twenty or so 'official' facilities, including more than 1700 in Tareq al-Matar in Tripoli. This is where Even and most of those on the Asso 29 ended up. As well as the Libyan coastguard, Brussels funded UN agencies to provide relief in detention centres and at disembarkation spots. A picture of Even's disembarkation, taken by an officer for the UN refugee agency, UNHCR, shows him standing in the middle of a crowd of seated migrants. He is speaking to a UNHCR officer and appears to be pointing to something on the document the man is holding. 'I was translating for the others,' he told me. 'They took our names, then disappeared.' Staff from the International Medical Corps, the UNHCR's medical subcontractor, were present too, and according to Even, did nothing for the migrants who had suffered burns because of a fuel leak in their dinghy. The UNHCR team, and their colleagues from the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), distributed water, food and blankets. Women and families with young children were put on buses to Tareq al-Sikka detention centre, men and boys to Tareq al-Matar. When they got there, money and mobile phones were confiscated, though some migrants managed to hide their phones. UNHCR officials sometimes brought blankets or food, which the guards took to sell. 'They don't want you to leave, you are good money to the detention centre's bosses,' Even said. When people died, he told me, 'they threw them in the trash.'
Tareq al-Matar was so full that Even slept in a large pit which was being dug for new latrines. In September 2018, hostilities erupted between Tripoli militias. Nine of the Eritrean detainees were injured by stray bullets. During a lull, the director opened the gates and let the detainees leave. They started wandering the streets, not knowing where to go. After an hour, militias began rounding them up: eight hundred Eritreans were transferred from the city to Zintan. During the first nine months, they were locked in a large warehouse, and then moved out into smaller buildings. An outbreak of tuberculosis killed at least 22. Among the first to die was Josi, a 25-year-old survivor of the Asso 29. His picture was circulated by detainees who had managed to keep hold of a phone and were trying to raise the alarm. IOM and IMC doctors held a clinic in the warehouse, but consultations were rare.
When I returned to Zintan in 2020, Even had left. The calls for help may have made a difference: some migrants had been taken to hospital, including Even's friend Saeed. Even accompanied him, and afterwards they refused to go back into detention. They fought their way out of the hospital and ran away. When I called Even, he told me he had found work as a cleaner in Tripoli and was going to try to cross again. I couldn't meet him, he explained, because he was in a smuggler's house waiting for a boat. He had already paid the fare of $1500. In the meantime, he and his companions were using dedicated apps to track vessels that might rescue them. The Asso 29 appeared on one of them. In April 2020, it refused to take on board 82 migrants, who were later rescued by the NGO vessel Alan Kurdi. The following month, enforcing a new strategy, Italy seized the Alan Kurdi, followed two days later by the Aita Mari, the last NGO vessel then operating in the central Mediterranean. Malta was at that time contracting private vessels to return migrants to Libya, much as the Asso 29 had done with Even and his companions.
In July 2020, Even boarded a wooden boat with 65 passengers, including three who had been on the Asso 29 with him two years earlier. Yonas, one of Even's friends from Zintan who had failed to get passage on the boat, texted me a series of alarming messages: the boat was in distress near Malta. A reconnaissance plane flown by the German NGO Sea-Watch tweeted a picture of the small blue boat, still afloat despite its faulty engine. Sea-Watch also recorded its phone call with the Maltese rescue co-ordination centre, which refused to tell them when help might arrive. The Maltese navy had tried to avoid picking up the migrants, proposing instead to give them fuel and guide them to Italy. On his smartphone in Libya, Yonas, checking the news, eventually recognised Even, his back to the camera, along with other rescued migrants on the bridge of a Maltese ship, in a photograph published in the Times of Malta. A few days after that, Even sent me a staccato burst of messages from a holding centre for minors: 'Am very tired of/detention/As you know we expected more freedom in Europe/not to go again in closed camp/Sometimes/am thinking am not in Europe/But thanks to God I crossed the sea/And am out of Libya.' In 2021, Even remained in Malta. In 2022, he finally succeeded in reaching the European mainland and lodged an asylum claim in Belgium. It was upheld.
We took up our conversation again in Liege in 2023, and the following year in Namur. Even was keeping track of his companions from Zintan and from the Asso 29. Most of them had eventually reached Europe, but very few by safe and legal means. Whether they had crossed the sea or remained in Libya, many of them had been registered by UNHCR as asylum seekers and refugees, which made them eligible for the UN's extremely modest resettlement programme. By May this year, more than ninety thousand people in Libya had been registered by the UNHCR, but only twelve thousand have been resettled in safe countries in the last eight years. Even believes that just the small number of women and four of the men from the Asso 29 have been resettled (his friend Saeed is one of them). 'Most of us were forced to go, again, to the sea,' Even concluded.
Last July, I returned to Tripoli. Even put me in touch with Asso 29 survivors who were still in the country. Aceto - 'vinegar', so nicknamed for his sharp conversation - was largely silent. He had deserted from the Eritrean army ten years earlier and was one of the detainees who had caught a stray bullet in Tareq al-Matar in 2018. He was also one of the few who was not re-arrested after the detainees took to the streets. But three years later, in 2021, he had been caught during a round-up of more than five thousand migrants in Tripoli. The militias tore up his UNHCR certificate. It was useless anyway, he said. It hadn't protected him from arrest or freed him from detention. He suspected his file was 'buried' under an avalanche of casework. Another Eritrean, Filemon, had also lost faith in the resettlement process. He had seen friends killed in the Libyan desert during a fight between traffickers, before he was sold to Knife in Bani Walid and ended up in Zintan; he managed to escape from the centre by scaling a wall. Since then he had made more than one unsuccessful attempt to reach Europe. After our meeting he took a taxi to the coast, where he had been promised a place on a boat for $600. A month later, in a sudden change in his fortunes after eight years in Libya, he had succeeded in crossing two seas. He reached the UK just as the anti-migrant riots began in Southport.
Even put me in touch with Italian activists, among them Sarita Fratini, who had initially been investigating another Augusta Offshore tugboat: the Asso 28. It had returned 101 migrants to Tripoli on 30 July 2018, a month after the Asso 29 affair. The case went to court, and three years later the ship's captain was given a suspended sentence of a year. The court in Naples found that 'Libya could not and cannot, then as now, be considered a safe port.' An Augusta Offshore manager I spoke to at the time felt that this precedent would encourage private shipping to turn a blind eye to boats in distress in the Mediterranean. Between 2012 and 2017, Augusta Offshore's fleet had intervened in more than two hundred such cases with co-ordination from the Italian authorities, rescuing more than twenty thousand migrants and disembarking them in Europe. But Fratini argues that the court cases have not been counterproductive: her research in 2019 suggested that Augusta Offshore was still ferrying survivors to safe ports.
In May 2019, around the time I began visiting Zintan, Fratini and others founded a small activist research network, the Josi and Loni Project. It was named for Josi, who died of TB in Zintan, and Loni, the son of Helen, an Eritrean woman who was eight months pregnant when she was returned to Libya on the Asso 29. Helen gave birth to Loni in Tareq al-Sikka detention centre. Fratini was able to exchange text messages with Zintan detainees who had managed to keep their phones. They told her what had happened on the Asso 29. Fratini was sceptical and so was I: we both assumed that the detainees had misremembered the number of the ship, confusing it with the Asso 28. But their story was confirmed by victims in Libya and later by those who were lucky enough to reach Europe. Eventually Fratini and her colleagues obtained the logbook of the Asso 29 from Augusta Offshore, which was keen to show that it was following orders from the Italian government. It transpired from the logbook that the Italian navy destroyer Duilio was aware of Even's struggling migrant boat before the Libyan coastguard or the Asso 29 identified it. The helicopter that hovered over their dinghy had taken off from the deck of the Duilio. Even had spotted the lights of another ship alongside the Asso 29. From the Duilio, the Italian authorities had given the Zuwarah and the Asso 29 orders and co-ordinated the return to Libya.
The Josi and Loni Project helped Helen and her son, Loni, both by then in the UK, as well as three other survivors who had also reached Europe, to go to court. There was a strong case to be made that the actions of the Italian authorities had exposed them to unlawful detention and related abuses. In June 2024, a judge determined that the Italian authorities, Augusta Offshore and the ship's captain, Corrado Pagani, should pay compensation of EU75,000 - EU15,000 for each plaintiff. In August, the Italian courts upheld an appeal, lodged in June 2023, on behalf of another survivor of the Asso 29 affair, asking for safe passage from Libya to Italy. The Foreign Ministry in Rome complied, and on Christmas Day the man was flown to Italy on a humanitarian visa. 'I can breathe, I can sleep freely,' Even told me when we spoke in Belgium. 'But my friends in Libya don't. And it's getting worse.' New round-ups started in April and migrants are too scared to go out on the streets. Eight of the Asso 29 passengers remain in Libya.
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